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To Our Readers

The Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship encourages and supports research on the Book of Mormon, the Book of
Abraham, the Bible, other ancient scripture, and related subjects. The
Maxwell Institute publishes and distributes titles in these areas for
the benefit of scholars and interested Latter-day Saint readers.
Primary research interests at the Maxwell Institute include the
history, language, literature, culture, geography, politics, and law rele
vant to ancient scripture. Although such subjects are of secondary importance when compared with the spiritual and eternal messages of
scripture, solid research and academic perspectives can supply certain
kinds of useful information, even if only tentatively, concerning many
significant and interesting questions about scripture.
The Maxwell Institute makes reports about this research available widely, promptly, and economically. These publications are peerreviewed to ensure that scholarly standards are met. The proceeds from
the sale of these materials are used to support further research and
publications.
The purpose of the FARMS Review is to help serious readers make
informed choices and judgments about books published on the Book
of Mormon and associated topics, as well as to publish substantial
freestanding essays on related matters. We hope, thereby, to encourage reliable scholarship with regard to such subjects.
Most reviews and articles are solicited or assigned. Any person interested in writing a specific article or review should send a proposal
to the editor. If the proposal is accepted, the Review style guidelines
will be sent with the acceptance.
The opinions expressed in these reviews and articles are those
of the authors. They do not necessarily represent the opinions of the
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Maxwell Institute, its editors, Brigham Young University, the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or the authors’ employers. No por
tion of the reviews or articles may be used in advertising or for any
other commercial purpose without the express written permission of
the Maxwell Institute.
The FARMS Review is published semiannually. See the website
at maxwellinstitute.byu.edu for reviews and articles appearing in the
FARMS Review.
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Editor’s Introduction

An Unapologetic Apology
for Apologetics
Daniel C. Peterson

A

pologetics (from the Greek word απολογία, “speaking in defense”)
is the practice or discipline of defending a position (usually, but
not always, a religious one) through the use of some combination
or other of evidence and reason. In modern English, those who are
known for defending their positions (often minority views) against
criticism or attack are frequently termed apologists.1 In this essay, I
will, unless I say otherwise, be using the word apologetics to refer to
attempts to prove or defend religious claims. But the fact is that every
argument defending any position, even a criticism of Latter-day Saint
apologetics, is an apology.
Some people turn their noses up at the thought of apologetics. Apologists, they declare, are not concerned with truth; what
apologists do isn’t real scholarship, and anyhow, as one hostile
Internet apostate put it, apologetics is “a fundamentally unethical
This essay expands upon remarks first delivered in the closing session of the twelfth
annual conference of the Foundation for Apologetic Information and Research (FAIR),
which was held 5–6 August 2010, in Sandy, Utah. That accounts for the hortatory tone
of the last portion of the essay, which is atypical of the FARMS Review. In this expanded
form, it responds to some of the comments, mostly online, that followed my August
presentation.
1. For reflections on the place of apologetics within the overall program of the
Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship, see Daniel C. Peterson, “The
Witchcraft Paradigm: On Claims to ‘Second Sight’ by People Who Say It Doesn’t Exist,”
FARMS Review 18/2 (2006): ix–xviii.

x • The FARMS Review 22/2 (2010)

and immoral enterprise.” Or, alternatively, in the words of another
anonymous Internet ex-Mormon, “Each of us is either a man or
woman of faith or of reason. . . . All apologetics is, is faux logic, faux
reason designed to lure the wonderer back into the fold. Those of
faith are threatened by defectors to reason.” “Apologists,” he continued in a subsequent post,
try to shill an explanation to questioning members as though
science and reason really explain and buttress their professed
faith. It [sic] does not. By definition, faith is the antithesis of
science and reason. Apologetics is a further deception by faith
peddlers to keep power and influence. 2
But this attitude seems to reflect a fundamental misunderstanding—like any other form of intellectual enterprise, apologetics can be
done competently or incompetently, logically or illogically, honestly
or not—and it certainly ignores the venerable tradition of apologetics, which has enlisted some very notable writers, scholars, and thinkers (e.g., Socrates/Plato, St. Justin Martyr, Origen of Alexandria, St.
Augustine, al-Ghazālī, Ibn Rushd [Averroës], Moses Maimonides,
St. Anselm, St. Thomas Aquinas, Hugo Grotius, John Locke, John
Henry Newman, G. K. Chesterton, Ronald Knox, C. S. Lewis, Richard
Swinburne, Alvin Plantinga, Peter Kreeft, Stephen Davis, N. T.
Wright, and William Lane Craig).3 It is risible to summarily dismiss
the apologetic writings of such men as “fundamentally unethical and
immoral” and flatly irrational. Within the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, although the term has rarely been used, there has
been apologetic activity from the very beginning. (The brothers Parley
2. I’m willing to wager, by the way, that although these critics want believers to stop
responding, they do not intend to stop criticizing. There is no question that any team will
score more easily if the opposing team’s defensive players leave the field, but I’m unaware
of any athlete with the chutzpah to make the request.
3. Notable “apologetic” works of al-Ghazālī (The Incoherence of the Philosophers) and
of Ibn Rushd (The Decisive Treatise) have been published by Brigham Young University’s
Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship as part of the Middle Eastern Texts
Initiative.
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and Orson Pratt, Oliver Cowdery, Orson Spencer, John Taylor, B. H.
Roberts, and Hugh Nibley represent some of the high points.)
Still, a few faithful members of the church profess to disdain
apologetics as well.
Some, for instance, seem to believe that it is inherently evil. They
seem to use the word apologetics to mean “trying to defend the church
but doing so badly,” whether through incompetence, dishonesty, or
mean-spiritedness. But, again, apologetics, as such, is a value-neutral
term. Just like historical writing, carpentry, and cooking, apologetics
can be done well or poorly. Apologists, like attorneys and scientists
and field laborers, can be pleasant or unpleasant, humble or arrogant, honest or dishonest, fair or unfair, civil and polite, or nasty and
insulting.
If it is argued that apologetics promotes faith, a critic might respond that bad apologetics and “faith-promoting fictions,” even lies,
can strengthen faith too. And this is undoubtedly correct. It is possible, in science and politics and every other field, to hold correct
views for faulty reasons. Young Latter-day Saint missionaries have,
we must candidly admit, sometimes used questionable stories and
quirky arguments, often passed down from one missionary generation to another, to build and sustain faith in their investigators as well
as in themselves. That is one of the reasons why, for many decades
now, they have been encouraged to use standard, church-approved
lesson plans in their work. Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints are almost certainly not alone in circulating edifying myths and rumors; probably no group is immune to such things.
But this seems no adequate reason, in itself, to oppose the enterprise
of supporting beliefs via evidence and argument. After all, in medicine,
placebos sometimes help. Does that mean that there is no value in real
medicines or that medicine itself is worthless? Do bad philosophical arguments invalidate or discredit philosophy as a whole?
But most (if not all) bad apologetic arguments were once regarded
by somebody, somewhere, as convincing. How can one be sure that a
supposedly good apologetic argument is actually a good one and not a
bad one? One must evaluate it as one does any other form of reasoning
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from evidence, just as one distinguishes logically sound arguments
from those that are not, and solid historical writing from poor or dishonest historiography. Most now-discredited scientific theories were
once regarded as true by many if not all scientists. Catastrophism, the
four bodily humors, the universal ether, stress-induced ulcers, steadystate cosmology, Lamarckianism, the Ptolemaic view of the solar system—all of these and many other now-abandoned scientific theories
were, in their day, widely accepted. Some enjoyed overwhelming consensus support for many centuries.
But this does not invalidate science. And even though one cannot
claim infallibility for anything produced by humans, we move forward
with cautious faith—something that apologetics will never supplant.
We take elevators high up into buildings constructed by fallible workers on the basis of plans developed by fallible architects, and we allow
ourselves to be inoculated with medicines that can guarantee neither
complete effectiveness nor even complete safety; we cannot pause life
or stop the presses until we have attained absolute human certainty.
Defending Which Book of Mormon?
One objection that has been advanced against some of the work
prominently done at the Maxwell Institute holds, for instance, that
any apologetic effort attempting to defend the antiquity of the Book of
Mormon, the Book of Moses, and the Book of Abraham inescapably
makes faulty assumptions about the verifiability of those texts. Why?
Because the versions of these scriptures that we have today are in English
and date from the nineteenth century, and because we do not possess
(and, hence, cannot examine) the putative original-language texts
from which they are claimed to have been translated. Accordingly, the
objection runs, they cannot plausibly be read, used, tested, or analyzed
as ancient historical documents. They can only be read as documents
of the nineteenth century, as illustrations of, and in the light of, that
period. This is, we are told, an insurmountable problem.
But it isn’t. Scholars routinely test the claims to historicity of
translated documents for which no original-language manuscripts are
extant and, also routinely, having satisfied themselves of their authen-
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ticity, use them as valuable scholarly resources for understanding the
ancient world. A few instances should make the point evident beyond
reasonable dispute: 4
•

•

•

Slavonic Enoch (2 Enoch) is probably the classic example.
Coptic fragments of this work, which is commonly dated to
the first century ad, have only recently been found. Although
the text is generally regarded as having been written in Greek,
or perhaps even in Hebrew or Aramaic before that, it survives in its entirety only in Old Church Slavonic, in medieval
manuscripts dating from the fourteenth through the eighteenth centuries.
Similarly, 1 Enoch—or, as it is also called, Ethiopic Enoch or
simply the Book of Enoch—was probably written somewhere
between 300 bc and the close of the first century before
Christ, in either Aramaic or Hebrew or some combination
of the two. Fragments survive in Aramaic, Greek, and Latin,
but the entire text is known today only in the Geʿez language
of Ethiopia, preserved in manuscripts dating to the fifteenth
through eighteenth centuries.
The pseudepigraphic Apocalypse of Abraham was probably
composed between roughly ad 70 and ad 150, in Hebrew.
It survives today, however, only in medieval Slavonic.5 (The
Slavonic version may have been translated directly from the
original or, alternatively, from a Greek translation of the author’s Hebrew.) Recall the suggestion mentioned above that
the Book of Mormon, Book of Abraham, and Book of Moses
cannot legitimately be read or evaluated as ancient documents because we have them only in purported nineteenthcentury translations. The Apocalypse of Abraham is generally
regarded by scholars as a crucial document for understanding

4. I appreciate the help of my friends John Gee and William J. Hamblin in compiling the following list of documents, which could still be expanded several times over.
5. Alexander Kulik, Retroverting Slavonic Pseudepigrapha: Toward the Original of
the Apocalypse of Abraham (Leiden: Brill, 2004), attempts to reconstruct the Hebrew
original. (My thanks to William J. Hamblin and David Larsen for this reference.)
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•

•

•

•
•

•

•

the earliest roots of Jewish mysticism; to the best of my knowledge, nobody has argued that it can validly be employed only
to understand the Slavic Middle Ages.
The Gospel of Thomas exists in a corrupt fourth-century Coptic
manuscript. A tiny fragment of it exists in Greek, though, and
Greek is thought to be the original language. Debate rages
about whether it should be seen as a first- or second-century
writing. Nobody suggests that it can shed light on only the
world of fourth-century Coptic speakers.
The Discourse of the Abbatôn exists only in Coptic. It claims to
be a translation of an original kept in Jerusalem, but nobody
knows whether this is true nor what the original language
might have been if it wasn’t Coptic.
The kabbalistic Sefer Ha-Razim, or “Book of Secrets,” was
found in the Cairo Genizah but was pieced together and recognized at the University of Oxford in the middle of the twentieth century. The most important extant manuscript witnesses
for the text include Hebrew and Judaeo-Arabic fragments and
a thirteenth-century Latin translation. It contains some passages in Greek written in Hebrew script, but those portions go
back to an Egyptian original. There is almost universal consensus that the original text dates to the early fourth or late
third century after Christ.
The Gilgamesh and Atrahasis epics are known from Akkadian
versions, but they derive from lost Sumerian originals.
The biblical book of Daniel features large portions in Aramaic,
although it is often thought that they were originally Hebrew.
The original setting of the book is quite disputed.
The (still unpublished) Book of the Temple was first discovered in a Greek manuscript, but now there are copies in
Demotic, hieratic, and hieroglyphs, and it is known to be an
Egyptian original.
Likewise, several of the apocrypha (such as Ben Sirach) were
known only from the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible
known as the Septuagint and were argued to have been origi-
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•

•
•

•

•

•

nally composed in Hebrew before Hebrew manuscripts actually appeared.
Origen’s De Principiis, or On First Principles, is known only
from the Latin translation of Rufinus, dating to roughly a century and a half after Origen, and from a few quotations in
Greek by other authors.
Only one of Irenaeus’s works (Against the Heresies) is known
in an original Latin version.
Some of the works of the important early Greek-speaking
Christian historian Eusebius are known only in Armenian
translations.
Likewise, as much as a quarter of the oeuvre of the prolific Greekspeaking Jewish thinker Philo of Alexandria (d. ad 50) has
reached us only through Armenian versions dating to the late
sixth century. Nobody thinks that they tell us only about latesixth-century Armenia and nothing about first-century Philo.
The third-century-bc Egyptian historian Manetho is known
only from later quotations, some written in Armenian and
Latin and only a small portion written in his original Greek.
The New Testament Gospel of Matthew is thought by many
scholars to have originally been written not in the Greek form
in which we know it today, but in either Hebrew or Aramaic.
Statements to this effect go back as early as the second century. Yet this Semitic urtext, if it ever existed, hasn’t been seen
by anyone for many centuries.

The principle that, because they claim to be translations of unavailable ancient texts, the Book of Mormon, the Book of Moses, and
the Book of Abraham can legitimately be studied only in the context
of the nineteenth-century United States is unreasonable. If it were
generalized to the study of the ancient world, it would cripple much of
the study of Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Jewish, and Christian history.
No scholar of antiquity of whom I am aware would agree to so indefensible and arbitrary a limitation.
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Room for Faith and Reason
A few members of the church appear to reject apologetics in principle, regarding it as inevitably, no matter how charitably and competently it is done, more detrimental than beneficial. They seem to do
so on the basis of something resembling fideism, the view that faith is
independent of reason, and even that reason and faith are incompatible
with each other. In some cases, they may perhaps have adopted this
attitude under the influence of a philosopher of religion like the late
D. Z. Phillips (though he himself rejected the label of fideism). “The
words reasoning and evidence trouble me,” writes one anonymous
Latter-day Saint message board poster. They seem, he says,
to imply that things like Hebraisms and the NHM inscription
will validate my commitment to Mormonism. This is absolutely and patently untrue and false. Reasoning and so-called
evidences are illusions, in a world that requires faith.
There is no rationale for angels, gold plates, and a corporeal
Divine visit(s).
There is no rationale for a resurrection, atonement, or exaltation. These things defy reason and logic. There is no possible
evidence for these things either.
My faith, my redemption, my happiness/peace are the reasons
and evidence for my devotion.
Now, obviously, to treat God solely as a hypothesis, a conjecture, or
a topic for discussion is very different from reverencing or submitting
to God in a spirit of religious devotion. There are few if any for whom
reason is sufficient without faith. Ideally, from the believer’s perspective, God comes to be known in a personal I-Thou relationship, as an
experienced challenge and as a comfort in times of sorrow, not merely
as a chance to show off in a graduate seminar or, worse, to grandstand
on an Internet message board. And many of those who know God in
that way—certainly this must be true of simple, unlettered believers
across Christendom and throughout its history—may neither need nor
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desire any further evidence. Moreover, most would agree—I certainly
would—that it is impossible, using empirical methods, to prove the
divine. And it is surely true that faith is best nurtured and sustained,
not by immersion in clever arguments, but by the method outlined in
Alma 32. Emulation of the Savior, loving service, faithful home and
visiting teaching, generous fast offerings, earnest missionary work,
prayerful communication—these are the fundamentally significant
elements of a Christian life. Not everybody, I reluctantly concede, needs
to read the FARMS Review or the Journal of the Book of Mormon and
Other Restoration Scripture in order to come to faith. And for nobody
would reading such journals be enough by itself.
For the vast majority of people, today as in premodern times, faith
isn’t a matter of reason or argumentation, but of hearing the testimonies of others and of coming to conviction on the basis of personal
experiences. Each fast Sunday, Latter-day Saints are privileged to hear
often beautiful testimonies that offer neither syllogisms nor objective
data. Missionaries quickly discover that it is testimony that changes
hearts, not chains of scriptural references, let alone a book from the
Maxwell Institute.
But that is not to admit that evidence and logic are wholly irrele
vant to religious questions. Apologetics is no mere luxury or game.
Someone who has been confused and bewildered by the sophistry
of antagonists—and often, though not always, that is exactly what it
is—might well justly regard apologetic arguments as a vital lifeline
permitting the exercise of faith, as a way (in the words of one message
board poster) of “keeping a spark going long enough to rekindle a fire.”
Testimony can see a person through times when the evidence seems
against belief, but studied conviction can help a believer through
spiritual dry spells, when God seems distant and spiritual experiences
are distant memories. Even faithful members who are untouched by
crisis or serious doubt can be benefited by solid apologetic arguments,
motivated to stand fast, to keep doing the more fundamental things
that will build faith and deepen confidence and strengthen their allimportant spiritual witness. Why should such members be deprived
of this blessing?
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Furthermore, the Internet commenter cited above is simply
wrong. There is, in fact, a rational case to be made for such propositions as the actual existence of the gold plates of the Book of Mormon
and the resurrection of Christ.6
Will apologetic arguments save everybody? No. The Savior himself aside, nothing will—and, in fact, at least a few determined souls
will apparently forgo salvation despite even his gracious atonement.
But the fact that some remain unmoved by them no more discredits
apologetic arguments as a whole than the enterprise of medicine is
rendered worthless by the fact that some patients don’t recover.7 Some
illnesses are fatal.
The children of God have different temperaments, expectations,
capacities, personal histories, interests, and paths, and we dare not, it
seems to me, close a door on someone’s journey that, though perhaps
unnecessary to us, might be invaluable for that person. The fact that
6. On the corroborating witnesses to the gold plates, Richard Lloyd Anderson has
long been the preeminent authority. See, for example, his classic Investigating the Book of
Mormon Witnesses (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1981) and a number of his other substantial studies; also David Whitmer Interviews: A Restoration Witness, ed. Lyndon W.
Cook (Orem, UT: Grandin, 1991), and John W. Welch and Larry E. Morris, eds., Oliver
Cowdery: Scribe, Elder, Witness (Provo, UT: Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious
Scholarship, Brigham Young University, 2006). As an example of writing about the
plates themselves, see Kirk B. Henrichsen, “How Witnesses Described the ‘Gold Plates,’ ”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 10/1 (2001): 16–21. There are numerous articles
on ancient parallels to the Book of Mormon plates, among them William J. Hamblin,
“Sacred Writing on Metal Plates in the Ancient Mediterranean,” FARMS Review 19/1
(2007): 37–54. For Christ’s resurrection, see any number of publications by such authors
as Gary Habermas and William Lane Craig, as well as Stephen T. Davis, Risen Indeed:
Making Sense of the Resurrection (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993), and N. T. Wright,
The Resurrection of the Son of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003).
7. Even completely solid arguments for truths that are, effectively, universally
accepted in far less contentious fields than religion leave some people unconvinced. Some,
I’m told, continue to believe that the moon landing was faked on a soundstage in Houston,
that the earth is flat, and that Bob Dylan can sing. That is why the standard for conviction
in criminal trials is “beyond reasonable doubt,” not “beyond dispute by determined cranks
and loons.” “Even though I managed to raise the dead,” says Jesus in a (possibly inauthentic) statement attributed to him by the great medieval Islamic thinker al-Ghazālī, “I have
never been able to cure an idiot!” See al-Ghazālī, “O Son!,” trans. David C. Reisman, in
Classical Foundations of Islamic Educational Thought, ed. Bradley J. Cook (Provo, UT:
Brigham Young University Press, 2010), 103. (I am not, by the way, pronouncing all who
fail to accept the claims of the Restoration cranks, loons, and/or idiots.)
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I can swim doesn’t justify my standing on the shore watching while
someone else drowns because she can’t. As C. S. Lewis put it, speaking
of and to well-educated British Christians,
To be ignorant and simple now—not to be able to meet the
enemies on their own ground—would be to throw down our
weapons, and to betray our uneducated brethren who have,
under God, no defence but us against the intellectual attacks
of the heathen. Good philosophy must exist, if for no other
reason, because bad philosophy needs to be answered.8
With Lewis expressly in mind, the English theologian and philosopher Austin Farrer (d. 1968) wrote:
Though argument does not create conviction, lack of it destroys
belief. What seems to be proved may not be embraced; but
what no one shows the ability to defend is quickly abandoned.
Rational argument does not create belief, but it maintains a climate in which belief may flourish.9
If the ground is encumbered with a lush overgrowth of critical
arguments, the seed of faith of which Alma speaks cannot take root.
It’s the duty of the apologist, in that sense, to clear the ground in order
to make it possible for the seed to grow. Faith is still necessary. (I’m
unaware of anybody who claims that religious belief derives purely
from reason; for that matter, I’m confident that unbelief doesn’t either.) Apologetics is simply a useful tool that helps to preserve an environment that permits such faith to take root and flourish.
The Obligation to “Apologize”
“Be ready,” says the New Testament epistle of 1 Peter, “always to
give an answer (απολογιαν) to every man that asketh you a reason of
the hope that is in you with meekness and fear” (1 Peter 3:15). That’s
8. C. S. Lewis, “Learning in War-Time,” in The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses
(New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 58.
9. Austin Farrer, “The Christian Apologist,” in Light on C. S. Lewis, ed. Jocelyn Gibb
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1965), 26.
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the King James Version rendering of the passage. “Always be prepared,” reads the New International Version, “to give an answer to
everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.
But do this with gentleness and respect.” The Greek word rendered
“answer” in both translations is apologia, which is manifestly cognate
with the English word apologetics.
One might, of course, respond that the author of 1 Peter is telling
Christians to be willing to testify of Christ and their hope for salvation, something quite distinct from a call to use reason to defend a
particular religious claim. And, obviously, the biblical apostles would
indeed want us to stand as witnesses for Christ. But does 1 Peter 3:15
exclude the use of rational argument in such testifying?
It seems highly unlikely. The word that is translated as “reason” by
both the King James Version and the New International Version, cited
above, is the Greek logoV, or logos. It is an extraordinarily rich term, and
much has been written about its meaning.10 Logos can refer to speech,
a word, a computation or reckoning, the settlement of an account, or
the independent personified “Word” of God (as in most translations of
John 1:1). A central meaning, however, is “reason,” and it is from logos
that the English word logic derives—as do the names of any number of
fields devoted to systematic, rational inquiry (e.g., anthropology, archaeology, biology, cosmology, criminology, Egyptology, geology, meteorology,
ontology, paleontology, theology, and zoology). It is rendered in the Latin
Vulgate Bible’s version of 1 Peter 3:15 as ratio (“reason,” “judgment”),
which is obviously related to our English word rational. Furthermore,
when Paul spoke before King Agrippa at Caesarea Maritima—arguing
that, among other things, Christ’s resurrection fulfilled the predictions
of Moses and the other prophets—he was making his “defense,” and he
used a Greek verb closely and directly related to apologia: apologeisthai.
The Apology of Plato, similarly, reports the speech that Socrates offered
before his Athenian accusers.
10. Not least of which is Faust’s meditation on John 1, which, he finally decides,
should be rendered “In the beginning was the Deed” (Im Anfang war die Tat). See Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust, act 1, scene 3, lines 1210–37.
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It seems that 1 Peter’s exhortation to “be ready always to give an
answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in
you” charters and legitimates the use of reasoned argument in support
of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Frankly, the idea that active Latter-day
Saints might (or even should) feel no obligation to use what they know
in order to defend the church against its critics, or to help struggling
Saints, strikes me as exceedingly strange. Our responsibility as members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to love and
serve the Lord with all our heart, might, mind, and strength implies
such an obligation, and our temple covenants absolutely entail that we
sustain and defend the kingdom of God.11
In a sense, the scholar, thinker, teacher, or writer who places his
or her skills on the altar as an offering to God is no different from
the bricklayer, knitter, carpenter, counselor, administrator, dentist,
accountant, youth leader, farmer, physician, linguist, genealogist, or
nurse who donates time and labor and specific abilities in the service
of God and the Saints and humanity in general.
Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the
foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to
the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the
body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I
do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease
to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where
would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear,
where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he
wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the
body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body. The eye
cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you!” And the head cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” (1 Corinthians 12:14–21,
New International Version)
11. See Doctrine and Covenants 4:1–4, and note the clear missionary context of the
passage. Compare Mark 12:28–31, which draws on Deuteronomy 6:4–9 and Leviticus 19:18.
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As C. S. Lewis put it, “All our merely natural activities will be accepted, if they are offered to God, even the humblest, and all of them,
even the noblest, will be sinful if they are not.” 12
Now, one might conceivably argue that while, as a Christian, one
is under a divine mandate to bear witness, one is not obliged to use
reason to defend specific truth claims, or that, whatever covenants
they may have taken upon themselves, Latter-day Saints are not obligated to defend their specific church by the use of such rational arguments as they can muster.
The scriptures, however, seem to teach otherwise. Jesus himself,
for example, appealed to miracles and to fulfilled prophecy as evidence
that his claims were true. To his disciples, he said, “Believe me that
I am in the Father, and the Father in me: or else believe me for the
very works’ sake” (John 14:11). To the two Christian disciples walking
along the road to Emmaus immediately after his resurrection, he said:
O fools, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have
spoken: Ought not Christ to have suffered these things, and
to enter into his glory? And beginning at Moses and all the
prophets, he expounded unto them in all the scriptures the
things concerning himself. (Luke 24:25–27)
Speaking to other Jews, the original Christian apostles likewise
employed fulfilled prophecy and the miracles of Jesus—particularly his resurrection—to demonstrate that Jesus was the Messiah.
Consider, for example, how, in his sermon on the day of Pentecost,
Peter appeals to all three:
“Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man
accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs,
which God did among you through him, as you yourselves
know. This man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose
and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put
him to death by nailing him to the cross. But God raised him
from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because
12. Lewis, “Learning in War-Time,” 54.
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it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him. David said
about him:
‘I saw the Lord always before me.
Because he is at my right hand,
I will not be shaken.
Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices;
my body also will live in hope,
because you will not abandon me to the grave,
nor will you let your Holy One see decay.
You have made known to me the paths of life;
you will fill me with joy in your presence.’
“Brothers, I can tell you confidently that the patriarch
David died and was buried, and his tomb is here to this day.
But he was a prophet and knew that God had promised him
on oath that he would place one of his descendants on his
throne. Seeing what was ahead, he spoke of the resurrection
of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to the grave, nor did
his body see decay. God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are
all witnesses of the fact.” (Acts 2:22–32, NIV)
In dealing with non-Jews, the apostles attempted to demonstrate
the existence of God by appealing to evidence of it in nature. Thus, for
instance, in Acts 14, when the pagans at Lystra were so impressed by
the miracles of Barnabas and Paul that they mistook them for, respectively, Zeus and Hermes, the two apostles were horrified.
They rent their clothes, and ran in among the people, crying out, and saying, Sirs, why do ye these things? We also are
men of like passions with you, and preach unto you that ye
should turn from these vanities unto the living God, which
made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all things that are
therein: who in times past suffered all nations to walk in their
own ways. Nevertheless he left not himself without witness, in
that he did good, and gave us rain from heaven, and fruitful

xxiv • The FARMS Review 22/2 (2010)

seasons, filling our hearts with food and gladness. (Acts
14:14–17)
Addressing the saints at Rome, Paul declared that
the wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the
godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth
by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is
plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For
since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his
eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are
without excuse. (Romans 1:18–20, NIV)
Such appeals to the evidence of nature are also found in the Old
Testament: “The heavens declare the glory of God,” says the Psalmist;
“the skies proclaim the work of his hands” (Psalm 19:1, NIV).
Historical evidence also plays a role. Addressing the Saints at Corinth,
the apostle Paul ticks off a list of witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus
as evidence for the truth of what they have been taught:
For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance:
that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that
he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according
to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to
the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred
of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living,
though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James,
then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also.
(1 Corinthians 15:3–8, NIV)
During his stay in Athens, Paul “reasoned in the synagogue with
the Jews and the God-fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace
day by day with those who happened to be there” (Acts 17:17, NIV).
And, most notably, he presented a logical case to some of the city’s
Epicurean and Stoic philosophers on Mars Hill, near the Acropolis,
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even citing proof texts from pagan Greek poets in support of his doctrine (Acts 17:18–34).
It’s clear that both Jesus and the apostles were perfectly willing to
supply evidence and to make arguments for the truth of the message
they preached. Did this mean that they didn’t trust the Holy Ghost to
bring about conversion? Hardly. Instead, they trusted that the Holy
Ghost would work through their arguments and their evidence to
convert those whose hearts were open to the Spirit.
Moreover, according to the Book of Mormon, a similar mixture
of preaching, testifying, and appealing to reason was employed by the
inspired leaders of the pre-Columbian New World. Consider the case
of the antichrist called Korihor:
And he did rise up in great swelling words before Alma, and
did revile against the priests and teachers, accusing them of
leading away the people after the silly traditions of their fathers, for the sake of glutting on the labors of the people. Now
Alma said unto him: Thou knowest that we do not glut ourselves upon the labors of this people; for behold I have labored
even from the commencement of the reign of the judges until
now, with mine own hands for my support, notwithstanding
my many travels round about the land to declare the word of
God unto my people. And notwithstanding the many labors
which I have performed in the church, I have never received
so much as even one senine for my labor; neither has any of
my brethren, save it were in the judgment-seat; and then we
have received only according to law for our time. And now, if
we do not receive anything for our labors in the church, what
doth it profit us to labor in the church save it were to declare
the truth, that we may have rejoicings in the joy of our brethren? Then why sayest thou that we preach unto this people to
get gain, when thou, of thyself, knowest that we receive no
gain? (Alma 30:31–35)
Alma even appeals to a simple kind of natural theology to make
his point:
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And then Alma said unto him: Believest thou that there is a
God? And he answered, Nay. Now Alma said unto him: Will
ye deny again that there is a God, and also deny the Christ?
For behold, I say unto you, I know there is a God, and also
that Christ shall come. And now what evidence have ye that
there is no God, or that Christ cometh not? I say unto you that
ye have none, save it be your word only. But, behold, I have all
things as a testimony that these things are true; and ye also
have all things as a testimony unto you that they are true; and
will ye deny them? Believest thou that these things are true?
Behold, I know that thou believest, but thou art possessed
with a lying spirit, and ye have put off the Spirit of God that
it may have no place in you; but the devil has power over you,
and he doth carry you about, working devices that he may destroy the children of God. And now Korihor said unto Alma:
If thou wilt show me a sign, that I may be convinced that there
is a God, yea, show unto me that he hath power, and then will
I be convinced of the truth of thy words. But Alma said unto
him: Thou hast had signs enough; will ye tempt your God?
Will ye say, Show unto me a sign, when ye have the testimony
of all these thy brethren, and also all the holy prophets? The
scriptures are laid before thee, yea, and all things denote there
is a God; yea, even the earth, and all things that are upon the
face of it, yea, and its motion, yea, and also all the planets
which move in their regular form do witness that there is a
Supreme Creator. And yet do ye go about, leading away the
hearts of this people, testifying unto them there is no God?
And yet will ye deny against all these witnesses? And he said:
Yea, I will deny, except ye shall show me a sign. And now it
came to pass that Alma said unto him: Behold, I am grieved
because of the hardness of your heart, yea, that ye will still
resist the spirit of the truth, that thy soul may be destroyed.
(Alma 30:37–46)
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And the same mixture of preaching, testimony, and reasoning has
been enjoined upon members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints in this modern dispensation as well. “Behold,” the Lord told
William E. McLellin in a revelation given through the Prophet Joseph
Smith on 25 October 1831, at Orange, Ohio,
verily I say unto you, that it is my will that you should proclaim
my gospel from land to land, and from city to city, yea, in
those regions round about where it has not been proclaimed.
. . . Go unto the eastern lands, bear testimony in every place,
unto every people and in their synagogues, reasoning with
the people. (D&C 66:5, 7)
McLellin was to proclaim the gospel, yes, and to bear testimony,
but he was also to reason with his audience—which sounds very much
like a description of a type of apologetic argumentation. Indeed, it is
difficult to conceive of a method of testifying that in no way includes
the faculty of reason. Even to say something as simple as “I have felt
divine love, so I’m confident that there is a God who loves me” represents an elementary form of logical argument.
Likewise, according to a revelation given at Hiram, Ohio, in
November 1831,
My servant, Orson Hyde, was called by his ordination to proclaim the everlasting gospel, by the Spirit of the living God,
from people to people, and from land to land, in the congregations of the wicked, in their synagogues, reasoning with
and expounding all scriptures unto them. (D&C 68:1)
Leman Copley, too, called along with Sidney Rigdon and Parley P.
Pratt on a mission to his former associates among the Shakers by a
revelation given at Kirtland, Ohio, in March 1831, was told to
reason with them, not according to that which he has received
of them, but according to that which shall be taught him by
you my servants; and by so doing I will bless him, otherwise
he shall not prosper. (D&C 49:4)
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On 1 December 1831, in the wake of a series of newspaper articles
written by an apostate named Ezra Booth, the Lord told the members
of his little church:
Wherefore, confound your enemies; call upon them to meet
you both in public and in private; and inasmuch as ye are
faithful their shame shall be made manifest. Wherefore, let
them bring forth their strong reasons against the Lord. Verily,
thus saith the Lord unto you—there is no weapon that is
formed against you shall prosper; and if any man lift his voice
against you he shall be confounded in mine own due time.
(D&C 71:7–10) 13
Not surprisingly, the church’s contemporary missionary program,
too, encourages and trains its representatives to give reasons, as the
missionaries have always been expected to do. Preach My Gospel, the
contemporary guide to missionary service, lists scriptural passages
by the scores at appropriate places in its lessons for investigators.14
Missionaries are plainly intended to use these to reason with those
they are teaching, to explain the claims of the Restoration and to support and ground them in revealed scripture.
Who Needs to Do Apologetics?
I have been arguing that there is an obligation “to give an answer to
everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”
Does that mean that every believer is under an obligation to engage in scholarship designed for apologetic use? No. Not everybody
has the capacity to do it, frankly, and most are not interested. But I
think that every believer is obliged to use what he or she knows in
order to defend the church against its critics when the occasion arises,
or to help struggling Saints—and that believers should be steadily
13. One could argue that even God himself does not appear to disdain the use of reason with his children. See, for example, such passages as D&C 45:10, 15; 50:10–12; 133:57;
Isaiah 1:18.
14. Preach My Gospel: A Guide to Missionary Service (Salt Lake City: The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2004).
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improving their knowledge of church doctrine, Mormon history, and
the standard works so as to (among other things) meet obligations
more effectively. (If we are to do something, it seems to me obvious
that we should try to do it well.) Is every believer obligated to seek out
opportunities to engage critics? Again, no. Some may feel so inclined.
Most do not, will not, and should not. “The Kingdom of God,” Martin
Luther once said, “is like a besieged city surrounded on all sides by
death. Each man has his place on the wall to defend and no one can
stand where another stands, but nothing prevents us from calling encouragement to one another.” 15
The Islamic tradition makes a useful distinction between duties that are incumbent upon the Muslim community as a whole but
not necessarily upon each person (farḍ al-kifāya), and duties that are
obligatory for each individual within the community (farḍ al-ʿayn).
The classic example of the former is jihād—however that controversial
term is defined—while daily prayer would be a fine specimen of the
latter.16 In the Latter-day Saint context, daily prayer and regular temple attendance and active involvement in a local ward or branch are
obligations resting upon all members of the church, but that, while it
is essential that there be those who are ready and willing to defend the
claims of the Restoration and to argue affirmatively for them, apolo
getics in the strict sense of scholarly advocacy and defense is very
much a farḍ al-kifāya.
To the critic of apologetics who contends that apologetics is
neither necessary nor essential to the gospel of Jesus Christ, an obvious
rejoinder is that an ability to speak Samoan isn’t essential to the gospel
either. But the fact that at least one member of the church has been able
to speak Samoan has certainly helped Samoan speakers find salvation.
In much the same way, those who may need reasons and evidence to
help them along their path to a spiritual witness of the gospel—who,
as it were, speak that language—can be benefitted by those able to
15. Cited in Eugene England, Dialogues with Myself: Personal Essays on Mormon
Experience (Midvale, UT: Orion Books, 1984), 185–86.
16. I have strong opinions about the real meaning of jihād, but this essay is absolutely
not the place to set them out.
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communicate with them in the most appropriate manner. In this, as in
every other way, members of the church do well to imitate their Lord,
who speaks “unto [his] servants in their weakness, after the manner of
their language, that they might come to understanding” (D&C 1:24).
There are very many Latter-day Saints who will never write a book
or an article in a journal, or make a conference presentation, but who
nevertheless, in their own sphere and style, stand as witnesses for God
and defend the cause of God as they understand it. They would seldom if
ever label such a thing “apologetics.” They may well not know the term.
This is as it should be. And we should all be continually improving
our ability to be such witnesses, in whatever manner suits our abilities,
interests, and inclinations. (There is no one, single, right way.) In a
revelation given through Joseph Smith at Kirtland, Ohio, on or about
27 December 1832, the Saints were given
a commandment that you shall teach one another the doctrine
of the kingdom. Teach ye diligently and my grace shall attend
you, that you may be instructed more perfectly in theory, in
principle, in doctrine, in the law of the gospel, in all things
that pertain unto the kingdom of God, that are expedient for
you to understand; of things both in heaven and in the earth,
and under the earth; things which have been, things which
are, things which must shortly come to pass; things which are
at home, things which are abroad; the wars and the perplexities of the nations, and the judgments which are on the land;
and a knowledge also of countries and of kingdoms—that ye
may be prepared in all things when I shall send you again
to magnify the calling whereunto I have called you, and the
mission with which I have commissioned you. Behold, I sent
you out to testify and warn the people, and it becometh every
man who hath been warned to warn his neighbor. Therefore,
they are left without excuse, and their sins are upon their
own heads. He that seeketh me early shall find me, and shall
not be forsaken. Therefore, tarry ye, and labor diligently, that
you may be perfected in your ministry to go forth among the
Gentiles for the last time. (D&C 88:77–84)
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It seems axiomatic that if one is going to hold a position, one has
the responsibility to defend it. And, unless we’re catatonic or asocial,
we all routinely do it. We all give reasons. We don’t just say, “Because!”
Even someone arguing that we ought not to do apologetics is, ironically, offering an apologetic for that position.
Now, a critic of apologetics might respond that she prefers carrots
to broccoli but that she sees no reason to defend her position against
somebody who likes broccoli better than carrots. The problem with
this implicit analogy is that taste in food is entirely personal and subjective; famously, De gustibus non disputandum est—“There is no disputing about tastes.” But—at least to most believers—religious truth
is not merely a matter of taste. There must be and really is something
Out There, however difficult it may be to verify, that is objectively real.
In an Internet discussion, R. Scott Lloyd proposed much better
examples that clarify the distinction between subjective tastes and
matters of more or less objective fact: “The Beatles are my favorite
band” would be an expression of preference. It’s a matter of personal
predilection, and it would be rather odd for somebody else to marshal
statistics or photographs to try to prove you wrong about your own
taste in music. On the other hand, “The Beatles are the greatest
and most influential band in the history of rock music” would be a
position, perhaps to be advocated or to be refuted. One could amass
facts in support of it—such as statistics on record sales, data regarding
influence on other bands, musicological estimates of Lennon and
McCartney as songwriters, the duration of their popularity decades
after their breakup, and the like—and the propositions can be
meaningfully discussed and debated.17
Some Latter-day Saints who object in principle to the apologetic
enterprise may hold to a slightly different faith—or, at least, affirm
the faith a little differently—than do most members of the church.
A hypothetical situation was proposed to one such objector, and his
response was revealing. “Suppose,” a questioner wrote,

17. I’ll spare you the trouble, though: The Beatles are the greatest band in the history
of rock music, and very arguably the most influential.
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that a friend or family member approaches you and says “I
am beginning to have doubts about my testimony. There are
things from the history of the Church which I never knew
about, but which concern me. For example, my friend said that
Joseph Smith stole the temple endowment from Freemasonry.
I was told the endowment was revealed by God, and now I am
really having some confusing doubts.”
What would you do? Would you say, “Well, your problem
is that you are using ‘reason’ to assess the claims of the gospel.
I think what you need is more faith. If you just have faith and
pray about it, it will be okay.” Would you say something else?
What would you do? 18
In response, the objector said that he would answer that,
yes, Joseph Smith used Masonic rites to develop his endowment ceremony. If they want to ask more questions, I’d give
them more answers: No, I don’t think they are based on actually ancient rituals. Yes, I find them beautiful and meaningful
nonetheless. No, I don’t think they are magically efficacious.
Yes, I believe that God uses them to bind us into communities
to build the Kingdom of God, etc.19
The appropriate way to respond to our critics, he continued, “depends
on the criticism.”
Sometimes the proper response is: Yes, you are right. Some
times the proper response is to point out poor argumentation
18. For several reasons, I have not identified either party to this exchange. The identities of the writers are not material to the topic, for example, but, most of all, I do not
want to personalize the discussion—which, frankly, became more than a bit acerbic and
unpleasant on the message board where this conversation originally occurred. My purpose is certainly not to publicly criticize (let alone to embarrass or stigmatize) the person
whose position I reject—and who was, in any case, posting under a pseudonym.
19. There is, I might note, room within the church for differing views among believers about the nature and extent of Masonic influence on how the temple endowment is
presented—that there was some such influence seems to me undeniable—and I certainly
agree that the rituals of the temple are beautiful and meaningful and that they help “to
bind us into communities to build the Kingdom of God.” That is a beautiful and profound
insight, and I appreciate it.
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(which could be equally done by a non-believer). Sometimes
the response is “I don’t know.” Other times the only response
is: Perhaps, but it doesn’t matter.
What I find striking about this response is what it doesn’t say, and
even, in a sense, what it doesn’t allow. Believers are permitted to admit that the critic is correct, to assert that the criticism doesn’t matter
(which, one might think, could require at least some minimal reasoning to establish), to point out some errors in the critic’s argument, or
to declare ignorance. There seems no permission here, though, to assert, let alone to defend, the traditional Latter-day Saint view that the
ordinances of the temple represent a restoration of ancient things. Yet
I am far from alone, not only in my belief that the traditional view is
correct but in my conviction that there is solid evidence to support that
view—positions that the objector seems to rule out of court in advance,
the expression of which he appears to regard as illegitimate. Are people
such as I obliged to remain silent? If so, on what possible grounds?20
Positive Apologetics
As I’ve said, I believe that some form of “apologetics” is incumbent upon all Christians, and because of the covenants that they have
taken upon themselves, perhaps even more so upon Latter-day Saints.
Those covenants culminate in the temple, but they begin at baptism.
“Behold,” said the prophet Alma,
here are the waters of Mormon (for thus were they called) and
now, as ye are desirous to come into the fold of God, and to be
called his people, and are willing to bear one another’s burdens, that they may be light; yea, and are willing to mourn
with those that mourn; yea, and comfort those that stand in
need of comfort, and to stand as witnesses of God at all times
and in all things, and in all places that ye may be in, even until death, that ye may be redeemed of God, and be numbered
20. I note, too, the apparent insinuation that mainstream Latter-day Saints regard
temple rites as “magical.”
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with those of the first resurrection, that ye may have eternal
life—Now I say unto you, if this be the desire of your hearts,
what have you against being baptized in the name of the Lord,
as a witness before him that ye have entered into a covenant
with him, that ye will serve him and keep his commandments, that he may pour out his Spirit more abundantly upon
you? (Mosiah 18:8–10)
But how, precisely, are we to “stand as witnesses of God at all times
and in all things, and in all places”? I answer, “in various ways.”
Defense is good and necessary, with regard to advancing the gospel as in playing football, chess, soccer, basketball, checkers, rugby,
and baseball. However good one’s offense may be, if there is no defense one will lose. The story of Nehemiah’s rebuilding of the temple
and other structures in Jerusalem following the Babylonian captivity,
accomplished against considerable local opposition, offers an instructive metaphor:
And it came to pass from that time forth, that the half of my
servants wrought in the work, and the other half of them held
both the spears, the shields, and the bows, and the habergeons; and the rulers were behind all the house of Judah. They
which builded on the wall, and they that bare burdens, with
those that laded, every one with one of his hands wrought
in the work, and with the other hand held a weapon. For the
builders, every one had his sword girded by his side, and so
builded. (Nehemiah 4:16–18)
Those builders would surely have preferred to devote their full attention to constructive labor, but, under the circumstances, they simply couldn’t. I like to call the corresponding form of apologetics “negative apologetics,” meaning not that it’s mean-spirited but that its task
is the negatively defined one of rebuttal and defense. I contrast such
undertakings with what I term “positive apologetics,” the constructive effort of affirmatively advocating the claims of the Restoration. It
could be viewed as the act of planting the seed in the ground, while
“negative apologetics,” rebutting the attacks of antagonists, is analo-
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gous to clearing the ground of weeds, and keeping it clear, so that the
seed has a chance to take root and grow. Both kinds of apologetics are
necessary, just as both sowing and weeding are required in the garden.
A good recent example of negative apologetics would be the responses of Latter-day Saint scientists to certain DNA-based arguments
against Book of Mormon historicity. Contemporary genetic research
was supposed to constitute a “Galileo moment” and to deliver a fatal
blow to Mormonism. But upon examination, the critics’ arguments
were found to be deficient. They were based on misconceptions about
what DNA can and cannot prove and upon long-held but unsustainable assumptions about Book of Mormon geography and populations.
Thus, what looked like a bed of weeds that threatened to choke out the
seed of faith was cleared away by good, solid apologetics. Plainly, occasional weeding is just as necessary to the flowering of faith and the
harvest of testimony as are planting and cultivating.
But like those ancient postexilic workers in Jerusalem, most of
us—I emphatically include myself in this, even though I’ve certainly
devoted a great deal of time to countering critics—will naturally prefer affirmative apologetics, building a positive case for our beliefs. For
most people worldwide, Mormonism is not what William James, in
his classic essay “The Will to Believe,” called a “live hypothesis.” Belief
in it simply isn’t possible for them, given what they know, or believe
they know, about the gospel and about the universe, and given where
they are at in their lives. It is the challenge of positive apologetics, or
so it seems to me, to attempt to make the gospel a “live hypothesis” for
as many more of the Father’s children as we can.
How? There are innumerable ways. The positive task has (at least)
two parts: (1) Obviously, those we hope to bring to Christ and to his
church need to believe that the gospel is true. (2) But they also need to
believe that it’s desirable. (I suspect that the priority or order of these
two aspects will vary from one person to the other and will even be
mixed in various idiosyncratic ways. Conversion is always individual.)
The second task opens up the realm of apologetics far beyond those
who are specially skilled in scriptural argument or in building historical arguments. In fact, it may not require arguments at all. C. S. Lewis,
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for example, continues to show millions of people how a Christian
worldview can satisfy, inspire, and fulfill—and, although he wrote
many brilliant books of apologetic argument, he also does it, in very
many cases, via his fictional Chronicles of Narnia series and his socalled Perelandra trilogy.
I argue that no expertise is required for demonstrating that the
gospel is desirable. Or, rather, no unique expertise, no special training.
All have the ability to do this.
The Suggestion
I make no secret of the fact that, when I was a missionary in
German-speaking Switzerland eons ago, I disliked tracting. I knew
how little I would welcome a couple of strangers peddling religion
at my front door, and I wasn’t at all surprised that housewives alone
at home were unenthused about admitting two foreign men to their
apartments. But I disliked street contacting even more. Couples strolling along the shore of the Vierwaldstättersee, or Lake Lucerne, on a
pleasant afternoon didn’t usually enjoy being accosted by what they
regarded as religious zealots, and I didn’t much blame them. I used
to daydream about how nice it would be to serve in a visitors’ center,
where the people came to you because they were interested in hearing
what you had to say. I thought it would be nice to visit people who had
expressed interest on guest books at such visitors’ centers, or, at the
least, who had been referred to us by others who thought they might
be interested.
I’m convinced that we can now replace tracting—which is extraordinarily inefficient and often somewhat noxious—with something that is much more like a visitors’ center. Or, if we can’t quite
replace it, we can at least make it a relatively less significant portion of
our missionary effort. Every member of the church, as we’ve long been
reminded, should be a missionary—and referral-hungry full-time
missionaries have long yearned for the day when that would be true,
when they could spend more time teaching than trying to find people
to teach. As the late Truman Madsen used to say, “Every member a
birddogger!”
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Living in Utah Valley, though, teaching at Brigham Young
University, I’ve wondered how I might be able to discharge the evangelizing obligation that, I fully understand, still rests upon me even
decades after my release as a full-time missionary. But one answer to
that question is now obvious: the Internet. Every one of us can now
reach the world. Sitting in our pajamas, in our basements, even in the
heart of Mormondom, we can now, at virtually no cost, reach people
in Perth, Western Australia; Yamoussoukro, Côte d’Ivoire; Lower
Piddle on the Marsh, Gloucestershire; and Hong Kong. Fear has often
prevented us from being member missionaries, but there is nothing
inherently scary about doing something missionary related on the
web. For years, the Internet has allowed us to be our worst selves. Why
not our best?
Now, according to the scriptures and despite Rodney Stark’s fascinating projections of church growth,21 believers in the Restoration
will always be a minority (pending the Millennium, at least):
And it came to pass that he said unto me: Look, and behold
that great and abominable church, which is the mother of
abominations, whose founder is the devil. And he said unto
me: Behold there are save two churches only; the one is the
church of the Lamb of God, and the other is the church of
the devil; wherefore, whoso belongeth not to the church of
the Lamb of God belongeth to that great church, which is
the mother of abominations; and she is the whore of all the
earth. And it came to pass that I looked and beheld the whore
of all the earth, and she sat upon many waters; and she had
dominion over all the earth, among all nations, kindreds,
tongues, and people. And it came to pass that I beheld the
church of the Lamb of God, and its numbers were few, because of the wickedness and abominations of the whore who
sat upon many waters; nevertheless, I beheld that the church
of the Lamb, who were the saints of God, were also upon all
21. Professor Stark’s essays on the topic are now gathered, along with other, related
pieces, in Rodney Stark, The Rise of Mormonism, ed. Reid L. Neilson (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2005).
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the face of the earth; and their dominions upon the face of
the earth were small, because of the wickedness of the great
whore whom I saw. (1 Nephi 14:9–12)
But there are probably millions, if not tens of millions, who would
accept the gospel if they only knew about it.
For there are many yet on the earth among all sects, parties,
and denominations, who are blinded by the subtle craftiness
of men, whereby they lie in wait to deceive, and who are only
kept from the truth because they know not where to find it.
(D&C 123:12)
The question is how to reach these people efficiently. What is
or would be most effective? One problem is that they don’t all live
concentrated in major towns. And we’re shorthanded. In my day, in
Switzerland, most areas of the country were simply ignored. We might
have had two missionary pairs for the entire federal capital city, Bern,
but towns like Meiringen, Adelboden, and Langnau would simply
never be visited by missionaries at all, because we didn’t have enough
to go around. And I can’t see that this is likely to have changed anywhere, whether in Japan or Italy or Kansas. But now, with the Internet,
distance is largely irrelevant—at least as regards finding those who
are interested. People sitting in Alice Springs or in the suburbs of
Libreville can and do find websites that interest them, websites that
may originate on the opposite side of the globe. The web allows us to
be potentially much more effective member missionaries than the old
Book of Mormon testimony program did.
Are the media hostile? Yes, frequently. Or, at least, often dismissive and condescending. But now, with the so-called new or alternative media, we can do an end run around contemptuous journalists.
We can learn from, and even become, bloggers. Information sources
have multiplied, and they continue to do so. We should be well represented among them.
In the days of the first Christian apostles, the expansion of the
church was greatly assisted by what was known as the Pax Romana, or
“Roman peace.” Vast areas of the ancient world had been subdued by
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Roman arms, and it was possible to travel along the excellent Roman
roads for long distances and in a security that earlier peoples could
never have imagined. Missionaries in this dispensation have been
benefitted for decades by what might, with equal justice, be called a
Pax Americana. But that “American peace” may have done for us most
of what it could do, and may now even be declining somewhat; and, in
any case, we should always be seeking improved ways of spreading the
good news of the gospel.
Fortunately, the Internet seems to have emerged as a modern
network of “Roman roads,” a more efficient, inexpensive, and farreaching “information highway” than the world has ever known. It is,
in its way, the Pax Americana reborn. “There are conversations going
on about the Church constantly,” Elder M. Russell Ballard observed in
a commencement address given at Brigham Young University–Hawaii
on 15 December 2007.
Those conversations will continue whether or not we choose
to participate in them. But we cannot stand on the sidelines
while others, including our critics, attempt to define what the
Church teaches. . . . Now, may I ask that you join the conversation by participating on the Internet to share the gospel
and to explain in simple and clear terms the message of the
Restoration.22
Church members should be free to make personal statements,
to use their personal creativity. Everyone is to hear the gospel in his
or her own language and in his or her own way. (Some, as indicated
above, may be best served by apologetic arguments.) We can never
know precisely what will touch a person.
As an illustration of this point, I offer a woman that I met in the
Swiss town of Biel (or, since the place is thoroughly bilingual, Bienne),
22. M. Russell Ballard, “Sharing the Gospel Using the Internet,” Ensign, July 2008,
61, 62. The speech, something of a charter for what I’m advocating here, is well worth
careful consideration. Other significant discussions of using the Internet to share and
teach the gospel include Michelle Stocking, “Finding and Sharing the Gospel Online,”
Ensign, October 2009, 22–26; and Elizabeth Stitt, “Positive Uses of the Internet,” Ensign,
June 2010, 12–15. All can easily be found online.
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at the foot of the Jura Mountains, in the late summer or early fall of
1973. For some reason long forgotten, I was visiting for the day from
the mission home in Zürich, and I was introduced to a lady who, as I
recall, had been an “investigator” with the missionaries for seven years.
(In our missionary jargon, we sometimes called such people “profis,”
for “professional investigators.” The term wasn’t meant to be disrespectful; it was more an expression of our resignation.) We spoke very
briefly about an area conference of the church that President Harold B.
Lee had recently presided over in Munich, Germany—and which she
had attended—but mostly we talked about the beautiful weather. The
whole conversation lasted, at the most, about five minutes. I never saw
her again. But a week or so later, I was told that she had requested baptism and that she had explained that it was her conversation with me
(not even the area conference!) that had been the turning point for her.
Now, I tell this story not to boast of my missionary prowess. The fact
is that I was totally mystified by the report and that I still have no idea
what element of that seemingly insignificant conversation could possibly have proved decisive in her conversion. My German was relatively
good, and I had sometimes rather smugly thought, after teaching a lesson, that surely these investigators must be persuaded by my peerless
eloquence and my halfway decent twenty-year-old’s command of the
scriptures. But they never were. And then this lady came along.
Plainly, conversion is the work of the Spirit, and we can never
know when or how or through what vehicle the Spirit will reach somebody, or when that person will be receptive. So our job is to just keep
on trying, in every way that we can, and to leave the rest to the Lord.
Wherefore, I the Lord, knowing the calamity which should
come upon the inhabitants of the earth, called upon my servant Joseph Smith, Jun., and spake unto him from heaven, and
gave him commandments; and also gave commandments to
others, that they should proclaim these things unto the world;
and all this that it might be fulfilled, which was written by the
prophets—the weak things of the world shall come forth and
break down the mighty and strong ones, that man should not
counsel his fellow man, neither trust in the arm of flesh—but
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that every man might speak in the name of God the Lord,
even the Savior of the world; that faith also might increase
in the earth; that mine everlasting covenant might be established; that the fulness of my gospel might be proclaimed by
the weak and the simple unto the ends of the world, and before kings and rulers. Behold, I am God and have spoken it;
these commandments are of me, and were given unto my servants in their weakness, after the manner of their language,
that they might come to understanding. (D&C 1:17–24)
There is a vast wealth of material that we can employ online. We
can, of course, create our own essays and photo displays and YouTube
videos. We should be ourselves. If we have a second language, we can
use it. Do we, perhaps because of a mission or a family connection,
have a special interest in a particular country? We can focus on it.
There is literally no telling what hook might be most effective in capturing someone’s attention as we set out to be fishers of men, so there
should be as wide a variety of lures out there as we are capable of creating. If nothing else, we can use our own websites to draw readers to online materials produced by the church, such as the new and very effective “Mormon Messages” series (e.g., “Why Mormons Build Temples”
and “None Was With Him”). We can provide links to Mormon.org.
There is also the website of the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious
Scholarship and that of the Foundation for Apologetic Information
and Research, both easily located by searching under those names.
Our initial task is to show how beautiful and attractive the gospel
is when it’s accurately understood. Not to talk ourselves into it, nor to
engage in wishful thinking, but because those who don’t find it attractive almost certainly won’t ever give it serious consideration. We want
to create interest. And because our personalities and backgrounds are
unique, every one of us who finds the gospel compelling, inspiring,
moving, or profound has something unique and individual to say on
that topic.
My own contribution, so far, to the ongoing conversation described by Elder Ballard is a steadily growing website called “Mormon
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Scholars Testify,” which I invite all and sundry to visit.23 Some critics,
misunderstanding the purpose of the site, have complained that it offers very few arguments for the truth of Mormonism. But I haven’t
asked contributors for arguments. (Many, including myself, have published such arguments elsewhere, and we’ll continue to do so.) I’m
much more interested in hearing what special thing, in particular,
people love about the gospel.
We shouldn’t hesitate to emphasize distinctives. If Mormonism
had nothing to offer beyond what readers already have in their own
faiths, what would be the point of examining it further? And we
shouldn’t assume that they understand us. We have our own jargon
(e.g., stakes, wards, bishops, keys, priesthood, sealings, temples, General
Authorities) that we take for granted but that may pass right over the
heads of our desired audience. Moreover, as Dr. Gary Lawrence has
demonstrated in an extraordinarily important study that I hope many
Latter-day Saints will read and carefully consider, while non-Mormons
may vaguely associate us with Proposition 8, Big Love, polygamy, the
Osmonds, and Glenn Beck, they probably know next to nothing about
the Book of Mormon, the extraordinarily profound plan of salvation,
or our church’s claim to be a restoration of original Christianity.24
There’s no time to be wasted. Once, during the first two weeks
of my mission, my companion and I were invited into an apartment
after a long day of knocking ineffectually on suburban Swiss doors.
I was quite thrilled. It soon became apparent, though, that the man
who had invited us in was very resistant to what we had to say, and
quite argumentative. We were only in it for the cash, he declared. The
church was merely after money and power. After a few minutes of this,
my senior companion stood up, thanked him politely for allowing us
to speak with him, and said that we needed to move on. When we were
back out in the sunlight, I asked my companion, a bit puzzled, why
he had terminated the visit. It wasn’t as if we had an overabundance
23. http://mormonscholarstestify.org/.
24. Gary C. Lawrence, How Americans View Mormonism: Seven Steps to Improve
Our Image (Orange, CA: Parameter Foundation, 2008). For online information about
the book, see http://www.howamericansviewmormonism.com/index.html (accessed 11
November 2010).
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of teaching opportunities. “Brother Peterson,” he said, “the Lord has
told us not to cast our pearls before swine. There are thousands and
thousands of people in this town who deserve the opportunity to hear
the message that we have. We need to move on and try to find them.”
Obviously, the saying of Jesus from Matthew 7:6 to which he alluded seems a harsh one (“Give not that which is holy unto the dogs,
neither cast ye your pearls before swine”), but I’ve reflected on it, and
on this experience, time and again over the years, and I think there
are important lessons to be learned from it. For one thing, some of
us—mostly men, I think—can waste hours fighting with hostile critics solely because we like to win. Moreover, when the church has been
attacked, or when we ourselves have been personally attacked (I know
something about this), it’s impossible not to want to respond, and it’s
very difficult not to do so. But it seldom does any good. Mostly, it only
generates what the Book of Mormon condemns as “the spirit of contention.” And it’s not about you (or me) anyway.
In the meantime, millions are waiting. So we can’t waste our limited time and energy on those who want only to resist.
This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come.
For men shall be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful,
unholy, without natural affection, trucebreakers, false accusers, incontinent, fierce, despisers of those that are good, traitors, heady, highminded, lovers of pleasures more than lovers
of God; having a form of godliness, but denying the power
thereof: from such turn away. . . . [They are] ever learning, and
never able to come to the knowledge of the truth. (2 Timothy
3:1–5, 7)
We turn away because our numbers are few and our time is limited, not because their souls aren’t precious, nor because it’s hopeless.
And we don’t turn away forever. We don’t give up on them. We continue to pray for them, and to watch for signs that they’ve become
more teachable.

xliv • The FARMS Review 22/2 (2010)

Pending that, we use the principle of triage. In medicine, triage is
the process of determining treatment priorities based on the severity
of patient conditions and the likelihood that medical attention will
help them. Doing so is essential when resources of supplies and personnel are insufficient for all to be treated immediately. In spiritual
things, when we, God’s fallible and finite mortal servants, can see no
way to help an individual, it may sometimes be necessary or advisable to focus on those who are willing to listen to us and who seem to
harbor some desire for greater things. We hope that God can find a
way to soften the hearts of those we cannot help. “All flesh is in mine
hands,” he tells us, “be still and know that I am God” (D&C 101:16).
“Therefore . . . let us cheerfully do all things that lie in our power; and
then may we stand still, with the utmost assurance, to see the salvation of God, and for his arm to be revealed” (D&C 123:17).
Everyone in the church can do something in this cause. If you
don’t have any computer ability, you can set out to gain it, or to support those who do. Financial contributions will surely be welcome, or
you can offer to help.25
The story is frequently told of two men who found themselves
walking toward each other one warm, sunny morning on an otherwise deserted beach. One of the men was in his early twenties, while
the other was obviously considerably older. The sand was damp and
wet, and it was littered with thousands of starfish that had washed
onto the beach during high tide. When the tide ebbed, they were left
stranded there, doomed to die.
The young man watched the older man pick up starfish after starfish, one at a time, and toss each back into the ocean. “Why is he doing that?” the young man thought to himself. “He can’t possibly save
them all.”
As they neared one another, the younger man spoke up. “You
know,” he said, “you can’t save them all. It’s futile. Most of them are
25. I’ve already mentioned the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship and
the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies. There are a number of such
efforts that could benefit from help, financial or otherwise. Another group that is doing
extraordinary work is the More Good Foundation: http://www.moregoodfoundation.org/.
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going to die. What you’re doing really won’t make any difference.” The
older man studied the young man silently for a moment. Then, unperturbed, he bent down, picked up a starfish, and tossed it into the
water. He smiled at the young man and said, “It made a difference to
that one.” And he walked on, picking starfish up and tossing them
back into the sea.
We’ve probably all seen the bumper sticker that reads “Think
globally, act locally.” The web permits each of us to do precisely that—
no matter where we’re located or how inadequate we may otherwise
feel—cheaply and efficiently. I hope that we will each resolve to do
something. Sooner rather than later.
Conclusion
The Book of Mormon tells us, regarding Alma the Younger and
the sons of Mosiah, that
as they were going about rebelling against God, behold, the
angel of the Lord appeared unto them; and he descended as it
were in a cloud; and he spake as it were with a voice of thunder, which caused the earth to shake upon which they stood.
. . . For with their own eyes they had beheld an angel of the
Lord; and his voice was as thunder, which shook the earth;
and they knew that there was nothing save the power of God
that could shake the earth and cause it to tremble as though it
would part asunder. (Mosiah 27:11, 18)
Many years later, Alma still remembered the power of that experience and the angel who “spake unto us, as it were the voice of thunder,
and the whole earth did tremble beneath our feet” (Alma 36:7; compare 3 Nephi 8:6). (Such power seems a divine prerogative; the Greek
god Poseidon was also known as “Earth-Shaker.”) It turned Alma’s life
around. Ever afterward, he remained acutely aware of his status as a
convert who had been saved from destruction by divine grace (see, for
example, his sermon in Alma 5 and his famous chiastic testimony at
Alma 36), and he wished that all could have an analogous experience:
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O that I were an angel, and could have the wish of mine heart,
that I might go forth and speak with the trump of God, with a
voice to shake the earth, and cry repentance unto every people!
Yea, I would declare unto every soul, as with the voice of thunder, repentance and the plan of redemption, that they should
repent and come unto our God, that there might not be more
sorrow upon all the face of the earth. But behold, I am a man,
and do sin in my wish; for I ought to be content with the things
which the Lord hath allotted unto me. I ought not to harrow up
in my desires, the firm decree of a just God, for I know that he
granteth unto men according to their desire, whether it be unto
death or unto life; yea, I know that he allotteth unto men, yea,
decreeth unto them decrees which are unalterable, according
to their wills, whether they be unto salvation or unto destruction. Yea, and I know that good and evil have come before all
men; he that knoweth not good from evil is blameless; but he
that knoweth good and evil, to him it is given according to his
desires, whether he desireth good or evil, life or death, joy or remorse of conscience. Now, seeing that I know these things, why
should I desire more than to perform the work to which I have
been called? Why should I desire that I were an angel, that I
could speak unto all the ends of the earth? For behold, the Lord
doth grant unto all nations, of their own nation and tongue,
to teach his word, yea, in wisdom, all that he seeth fit that they
should have; therefore we see that the Lord doth counsel in wisdom, according to that which is just and true. (Alma 29:1–8)
“Behold,” the Lord told his fledgling church on 27 December 1832,
“I sent you out to testify and warn the people, and it becometh every
man who hath been warned to warn his neighbor” (D&C 88:81). But
who is my neighbor? Jesus gave an answer to that very question, recorded in Luke 10:29–37, that must have surprised many in his Jewish
audience. Today, though, in the Internet age, our neighbor can be—
is—anybody, anywhere.
I have a vision of tens of thousands of Latter-day Saints, and
perhaps many more, reaching out across the entire world by means
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of the new technological tools that have been placed in the hands of
almost all of us. They weren’t given to us merely for computer games.
And if they can be used to retail pornography, they can certainly
also be redeemed and used to spread the supremely good news of the
gospel of Jesus Christ.
But when he saw the multitudes, he was moved with compassion on them, because they fainted, and were scattered
abroad, as sheep having no shepherd. Then saith he unto his
disciples, The harvest truly is plenteous, but the labourers are
few; pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that he will send
forth labourers into his harvest. (Matthew 9:36–38)
On 22 July 1837, the first seven LDS missionaries to Britain
(namely, Heber C. Kimball, Orson Hyde, Willard Richards, Joseph
Fielding, Isaac Russell, John Goodson, and John Snider) arrived in the
market square of Preston, Lancashire. The town was alive with election fever that day, as politicians campaigned for their respective parties and flags and banners fluttered in the breeze. Heber C. Kimball
later recalled that
I never witnessed anything like it in my life. Bands of music playing. Flags flying in all directions. Thousands of men,
women and children parading the streets, decked with ribbons characteristic of the politics of the several candidates.
Anyone accustomed to the peaceable and quiet manner in
which the elections in America are conducted, can scarcely
have any idea of an election as carried on in England.26
“One of the flags,” Elder Kimball continued,
was unrolled before us, nearly over our heads, the moment
the coach reached its destination, having on it the following
motto: ‘Truth Will Prevail’ in large gilt letters. . . . We cried
aloud ‘Amen! Thanks be to God, Truth Will Prevail.’ 27
26. Orson F. Whitney, Life of Heber C. Kimball (Salt Lake City: Juvenile Instructor
Office, 1888), 133–34.
27. Whitney, Life of Heber C. Kimball, 134.
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And indeed it will. Each of us has a role to play in that ultimate
triumph, if we will but rise up and assume our proper place. And
apologetics, too, has an entirely legitimate and proper function in the
struggle to establish truth in the minds of people around the world.
This will be the last number of the FARMS Review. But not, I hasten to add, because we’re going out of business. (Lay not that flattering unction to your souls, unfortunate critics and complainers!) No,
this is simply one more stage of growth. What began as the Review of
Books on the Book of Mormon eventually surrendered its wonderful
acronym, ROBOTBOM, in order to become, first, the FARMS Review
of Books and, then, the FARMS Review. Each new title reflected the
periodical’s expanded vision and scope. This process will continue
when, with volume 23, number 1, our favorite semiannual becomes the
Mormon Studies Review. The change also reflects readjustments over
the past several years in what is now known as the Neal A. Maxwell
Institute for Religious Scholarship; the old title, FARMS, no longer
reflects the way we’re organized. (And it was always problematic, anyhow. Our receptionists grew weary of taking phone calls about 4-H
projects and pig-breeding techniques.) We look forward to continuing under the new name. And, in order to illustrate continuity amidst
change, volumes will continue to be numbered from the first issue of
ROBOTBOM, published in 1989.
Editor’s Picks
Although always a difficult task, we hereby undertake to assign
levels of merit to the books that are reviewed in this issue of the Review.
This is the scale that we use in our rating system:
****		
		
***
**
*

Outstanding, a seminal work of the kind that
appears only rarely
Enthusiastically recommended
Warmly recommended
Recommended

And now for the results:
****		 Royal Skousen, The Book of Mormon: The Earliest Text
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***		
		
**		
		
**		
		
**		
		
**		
		

Mark Lyman Staker, Hearken, O Ye People:
The Historical Setting of Joseph Smith’s Ohio Revelations
Christian Smith, Souls in Transition: The Religious and
Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults
Mark D. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit: Sex and Religion
in the Lives of American Teenagers
Kenda Creasy Dean, Almost Christian: What the Faith
of Our Teenagers Is Telling the American Church
N. T. Wright, Following Jesus: Biblical Reflections
on Discipleship
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To All the World: Reinventing the
Church’s Media Businesses
Mark H. Willes

I

n section 43 of the Doctrine and Covenants, starting with verse 8,
the Lord said:
And now, behold, I give unto you a commandment, that when
ye are assembled together ye shall instruct and edify each
other, that ye may know how to act and direct my church, how
to act upon the points of my law and commandments, which I
have given. And thus ye shall become instructed in the law of
my church, and be sanctified by that which ye have received.

And then in verse 16: “And ye are to be taught from on high.” That is
a remarkable promise that says if we are open to the Spirit, it actually
does not matter what I say, because you will be “taught from on high.”
I hope and pray that you will be.
I have to confess—when I was asked to give this talk, I thought
about the man after whom the Maxwell Institute is named. Then I
thought about those who had preceded me. And when I thought about
what I might do, I kept coming back to the question, “Why me?”
I remember an experience I had when I was at the Los Angeles
Times and several of us went over to mainland China. We landed
in Beijing the day after the United States had bombed the Chinese
This annual Neal A. Maxwell Lecture was originally given on 11 March 2010 at Brigham
Young University. Photographs © Jeffrey D. Allred, Deseret News.
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embassy in Belgrade. Needless to say, their feelings toward Americans
were not friendly. All of our official appointments were canceled, so
we mostly did a little sightseeing. Every night I would turn on the
television; I didn’t understand what they were saying, but one night I
could see people throwing bricks and paint cans at the U.S. embassy.
The next morning I went to our reporter, who was also serving as our
interpreter, and said, “Would you take us to the U.S. Embassy? I’d like
to see what’s going on.” And he said, “No, you can’t go there.” And we
went off and did something else. I repeated this for three days. Finally,
on our last day I said, “We are going to go. Please take us there.”
He realized who ultimately signed his paycheck, so he decided that
would be a good thing to do. We took a taxi to within two blocks of the
embassy—there was a blockade across the street. Our reporter went
up and explained that we were U.S. citizens who wanted to go to the
U.S. Embassy, so they let us through. Half a block away from the embassy—just across the street from it—we encountered another blockade with another military group. Our reporter explained again that
we were U.S. citizens and that we wanted to go to the U.S. Embassy.
The soldier said, “No!” to which our reporter asked, “Why?” And the
soldier said, “There is no why.”
I found that a remarkably unsatisfactory response. I have, however, learned that it does have its uses. When we got home, I asked my
wife to do something. She said, “No.” I said, “Why?” She said, “There
is no why.” The kids ask for the keys to the car. You say, “No.” They say,
“Why?” I mean, it really does have its uses.
But I kept being troubled by why I was asked to give this lecture.
I pondered all the things that I could talk about. I first thought about
doctrinal subjects and then about Book of Mormon subjects; I was
having an absolute stupor of thought. I got thinking about the interactions that I had had with Elder Maxwell. I found it very interesting
that every time he saw me, he would say, “Now, tell me what you are
doing.” No matter where I was working, it was “Tell me what you are
doing.” And we would then talk about what I was doing. It was remarkable to me that he was so interested in me: not only in my career
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but in everything I was doing, how that would give him a perspective
that would help him in his Church assignment.
So tonight, I should like to talk about what I’m doing. The one
thing I feel great comfort in is that if Elder Maxwell were here, he
would have a smile on his face and actually be interested in what I
have to say. So I hope that you’re at least slightly interested in what I
have to share with you.
For those of you who don’t know, let me just give you a couple of
sentences about what Deseret Management Corporation has been and
now is. It used to be the company that was responsible for most of the
for-profit businesses owned by the Church: Beneficial Life Insurance,
real estate companies, and so on. Some of those have been transferred
back to the Church; some of those have been sold by the Church. Today
we are primarily a media company: Deseret News, Deseret Book, KSL
Radio and KSL-TV, and Bonneville International, with a new Internet
division, Deseret Digital Media.
The problem is that as soon as I give you that list of media companies you realize most of them are old media. Even newspapers themselves say that newspapers are dying, and broadcast television is only
one step behind. Many think printed books are going to go the way
of all flesh. In many people’s minds the businesses we manage are old
media with not much life left in them. But we happen to think that if
we combine old media with new media, and do some things in a different way, we actually have a lot of exciting things that lie before us.
And that’s what we’re trying to do.
When I was asked to lead DMC, I put down some basic guiding
principles. The first was that we are owned by the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints. The only reason for the Church to continue
to own us is if we are somehow a blessing to the Church. Otherwise
it ought to get rid of us. The second was we must therefore be aligned
with the values of the Church. I will come back to that—but those are
values like integrity, civility, love, sacrifice, and self-reliance.
Therefore, all that we do and the way we do it must be aligned
with and reflect those values. That does not mean that those of us who
work at Deseret Management Corporation have to be members of
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the Church. But for all of us who are there, we must be aligned with
those values and live those values. And finally, because the Church is
a worldwide church, we need to think about how we can have worldwide reach and impact. All of this means we have to set dramatically
higher goals for what we do, how professional we are, and the kind of
impact we have.
Starting from those very simple propositions, we decided that we
would try to write for ourselves a mission statement and the values
that go with it. For those of you who’ve dealt with mission statements,
and I’ve read a lot of them over the years, they kind of all read the
same—they’re all about motherhood and apple pie. “We’re just going
to be wonderful; we’re going to do good things.” The power in a mission statement comes from the fact that if you decide to internalize
it, if you make it part of you, it will then help transform you. I hope
to show in a small way—and as you watch us in the years ahead, in a
major way—that this mission statement is literally transforming what
we do and the way we do it. We are not the same companies or set of
companies now that we were a year ago. And we will not be the same
two, three, or four years from now, because this mission statement is
meaningful to us and it is changing what we do and the way we do it.
Hundreds of Millions
Our mission statement reads: “We are a trusted voice of light and
knowledge reaching hundreds of millions of people worldwide.” Let’s
just start with that notion of hundreds of millions. And that is real live
people around the world, not website hits. I used to think I was relatively bold, but I do not have the courage to make up that objective.
When one of the senior brethren came to rededicate the Deseret Book
building, he looked at all of us connected to Deseret Book and said,
“Your responsibility is to find a way to reach hundreds of millions of
people.” I confess that we just staggered out of that session.
But as we pondered this charge, we believed this was a prophetic
challenge that we must somehow find a way to live up to. Obviously,
if we’re to reach hundreds of millions, it means a reach extending far
outside of the Wasatch Front, and even far beyond Church member-
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ship. We have to do things in such a way that we really literally are
appealing to hundreds of millions of people around the world. Now
notice that the mission statement uses the word reach. It does not say
convert. We are not the Church. We are not going to teach doctrine.
Our purpose is quite different from that. We hope to support what
the Church does, but our purpose is to reach, to enlighten, to help, to
edify, to lift up, to strengthen.
Now, it turns out that there is a remarkably powerful thing that
happens to any business if you set an objective that seems unrealistically high. I learned this first when I was at General Mills, where we
had about nine plants making our various products. The man who
was responsible for all of our plants around the country made a calculation of how long it took to change from one product to another—
to stop the production line, take off the tooling, put on new tooling,
clean it, start it up, and then start producing the next product. On
average the process took three hours. So every time we changed from
one product to another, it took three hours. He then multiplied that
three hours across all of our plants for a month. And it turned out
we were spending an enormous amount of money simply on these
changeovers in our plant.
So he called a meeting and said, “Our current level of performance
is three hours. The new standard is ten minutes.” And they looked at
him like you’re looking at me and said, “Well, that’s ridiculous.” And
he said, “No, that is not ridiculous. You have to find a way to go from
three hours to ten minutes.” Well, what did they do? They went to the
NASCAR pit stop. Cars come in, wheels go off, gas goes in, wheels go
on, and the cars go out. They took a video of that process and went
through frame by frame trying to establish how to apply pit stop techniques to the changeovers in the plant. When I left General Mills, we
were down to eleven minutes. It wasn’t ten, but it was pretty good.
Three hours to eleven minutes. I was impressed.
In fact, I was so impressed, I was bragging about it one day to
the CEO of a large engine manufacturer—big truck engines. He
said, “Well, that’s very interesting. We had the same problem.” I said,
“Really? What was your changeover time?” He said, “Ten hours.” I
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said, “Wow, what was your new standard?” He said, “Ten minutes.” I
said, “Did you get there?” He said, “Yes.” I said, “How’d you do it?” He
said, “We went to a NASCAR pit stop, took a video . . .”
There are two things that are interesting about that story. The
first is if you set a very dramatic goal, you cannot increment your way
there. You have to think about things in a fundamentally different
way. The second is often—if not always—the answer is out there rather
than where you are. In other words, you have to get out of your mental
set, out of what you’re doing, find out what somebody else is doing,
and then figure out how to apply that to what you’re doing.
Well, having had that experience, I went out to run Times Mirror,
and the Los Angeles Times was our largest newspaper. This was in
1995, and what you read about newspapers then was exactly what you
read about today: they’re declining in circulation. It is only a matter
of time before they die. The LA Times was in a decline from a million and a half circulation—just about to drop below a million. And
I called everybody in and I said, “Not on my watch. Your new goal is
an increase of five hundred thousand—50 percent.” Well, they looked
at me just like those plant people. Before I left, we’d increased by two
hundred thousand, 20 percent, when virtually everyone else was declining. So there’s power in setting an objective that appears to be so
ambitious that you can’t possibly get there. And that’s the magic of it.
Because if you can’t get there doing what you’re currently doing—by
growing incrementally—then you have to think radically differently.
And some wonderful things can happen.
Trusted Voices
Now take a look at another phrase in that mission statement. We
are to be “trusted voices.” That has a very special meaning for us. It
means that we’re not only going to be trusted—if we do it right—by
our readers, our viewers, our listeners, and our users; but we have to be
trusted by our owner. Remember I started by saying, “We are owned
by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.” It means that we
are not going to damage the Church. We are not going to gratuitously
poke the Church in the eye. And the fact is sometimes we’ve done that.

To All the World (Willes) • 7

Let me give you one quick example. Shortly after I was given this
assignment, we ran a really wonderful article in the Deseret News
about the City Creek project in Salt Lake City, this massive under
taking by the Church in downtown Salt Lake. There isn’t a city in the
world that wouldn’t drool to have a project like that financed without
debt, without bonds, without all of the other things that normally take
place. And we published a wonderful article about how the project
was coming in the midst of the worst recession since the Depression.
And then for the sake of balance, we found somebody who was disgruntled about the project and quoted that person as saying what a
terrible thing it was. What good did that do?
This is a very sensitive subject because it goes to the heart of
journalism—to the notion of balance, of independence. And that’s
not quite as simple to think and talk about as most people make it
out to be. Research on news outlets—radio, TV, newspapers, magazines—suggests that virtually everybody thinks they’re biased. Now,
they have different biases: some are liberal, some are moderate, some
are conservative. But virtually everybody who reads us, looks at us,
watches us, listens to us, thinks that we and everybody else are biased.
Only journalists will dispute that.
I had a thousand journalists in the newsroom at the LA Times.
We probably had two thousand journalists in all of our newspapers.
I talked to a lot of journalists in the five years I was there. I had one
editor say to me, “The purpose of a great newspaper is to comfort the
afflicted and afflict the comforted.” That sounds like a double bias to
me. If I’m writing a story about those who are downtrodden, who need
help, I’m going to tilt the story to try to “comfort” them. And if I’m
doing a story about somebody in the power structure, I’m going to tilt
the story to poke that person in the eye. And that’s what happens.
Getting ready to write my PhD dissertation, I asked my professor,
“How do I write an unbiased dissertation?” He said, “Don’t even try.
The fact of the matter is that everybody who writes is going to be influenced by their experience, their maturity, their life, the kind of life
they’ve had, the influences they’ve had, and their own perceptions and
preconceptions. The importance of a university is you will have a lot of
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biased books in an unbiased library.” And I learned a great principle.
Now, are we going to try to be biased? I don’t like the word. It’s pejorative. It says we’re going to twist things to make them untrue. We’re not
going to do that—it would be unethical. What we are going to do is
cover things in a way that makes sense to us.
Let me give you an example. Suppose we were to do an article on
the homeless. We would talk about the challenges that the homeless
have getting medical care, the danger they face if they have no place
to go in the depth of winter, and so on, in order to help all of us really
understand the plight of the homeless. What we would not do, for the
sake of “balance,” is include a statement like, “Well, of course, the fact
is the reason they are homeless is that they made bad decisions and
it’s their fault.” Now, there are people who think that. We could get a
quote from somebody. But what’s the point? Why do it? Why take all
of the energy, empathy, and power out of a wonderful article just for
the sake of an arbitrary balance?
Therefore, when you think about balance, it’s not a matter of twisting the truth; it’s a matter of choosing those things that you emphasize
and those things that you don’t. It’s a matter of telling the story you
want to tell, recognizing that in today’s world there are going to be a
thousand other people who are going to tell a different story. We want
to ensure that we tell our stories in a way that is consistent with our
values—to show people love, respect, and concern. By the way, that
editor never understood that in most people’s minds, the press are the
comforted and ought to be afflicted.
Light
When we think of light, we think of the traditional journalistic
function of shining a light in dark places, exposing corruption, highlighting problems; but for us it goes way beyond that. Elder Maxwell
said, “The matter . . . of being a light is even more important in dark
times. Our impact, for better or worse, on others is inevitable, but it
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is intended that we be a light and not just another shadow.” 1 We take
this notion of light very deeply. We think it means standing for light
and truth. We think it means battling against hate and the darkness
of hate. If you really mean that you’re against the darkness of hate, you
have to live it. You have to exemplify it. You have to talk about it and
try to help it.
It also means for us elevating the civic dialogue. It is amazing to
me the nature of public discourse and what that has become. Because
of that, we’ve done two things, and have some other things we will
do. We have launched a new public interest television show which we
think will become a signature show for KSL. It is a place where people
can come in a civilized, dignified, respectful way and talk about difficult issues. We’ll try to expose all points of view in a way that helps
demonstrate that you can talk about very difficult issues with respect
and with civility.
Second, we took KSL.com comment boards dark. Our comment
board, like frankly virtually every other comment board in the world,
has become subject to the tyranny of the extremes. We felt we had a
responsibility to help change that.
So we went dark. And if you tried to make a comment, you got a
little message that says, “Here’s our philosophy: From now on, we’re
going to have people comment. We want to have you come. We welcome you to come, but you need to be civil. And to help you do that,
it is no longer possible to post an anonymous comment.” You know, it
used to be if you sent a letter to the editor, you had to sign your name.
Now you have to register with us with a profile that will follow you so
that people can see what you are doing and rate your comment. Was
it civil or was it not civil? Was it helpful? Was it not helpful? Was it on
the subject or not on the subject?
Once this is completely developed, you can control what you see
in the comments. We think this is going to make a difference. Early
indications are quite encouraging. We are going to do the same thing
with Deseretnews.com. Let me invite you to join the discussion on our
1. The Neal A. Maxwell Quote Book, ed. Cory H. Maxwell (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
1997), 201.
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comment boards. Let me invite you to bring civility to what we do.
Let me invite you to literally help make the world a little better place.
Knowledge
Elder Maxwell said, “There were no newspapers, as we know
them, at the time of Jesus’ ministry. Had there been, one can guess
that the news coverage [of the day] would have missed the significance
of what was transpiring at, and after, Calvary, while perhaps reporting
the return of Pilate to Caesarea after a trying weekend in Jerusalem,
or while noting the arrival or departure of new trade caravans. The
atonement, the central fact of human history, would have been ignored or subordinated to the other busy and important things of
the time—unless the publisher had perspective about ‘things as they
were.’ ”2 We are going to try to have a better understanding of things as
they really are. We will still cover sports, flu shots, that sort of thing.
But we’re also going to try to cover the really important things. Well,
how do we do that?
If we’re to succeed in old media and, interestingly enough, in new
media, we have to be relevant. The research shows that people will
make time in their lives for things that are important to them. But
this is audience-defined. We can write things for professional colleagues, we can produce video productions that will win awards, and
none of that makes any difference if you don’t find it relevant to your
lives. And therefore, in all that we do, we’re trying to ask increasingly,
“What can we do to be relevant to you?”
One answer to this question caused us to start a new Spanishlanguage newspaper called El Observador, published three times a
week. The Hispanic market is the fastest-growing market in Utah, a
market that believes nobody takes them seriously. We launched the
paper at an open house in Salt Lake. A Hispanic woman from the
mayor’s office came up with tears in her eyes to thank us for taking
them seriously. Some of you may have seen “Mormon Times.” It was a
jolt to some journalists to have a such a section in the newspaper, but
2. Neal A. Maxwell, The Smallest Part (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1973), 44.
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96 percent of our readers are members of the Church. All indications
are that this innovation is much appreciated.
We need to be more emotional. In today’s world, if you aren’t
touched by what we do, you get bored and go someplace else. And
therefore, we have to find a way to reach you in such a way that you
are so moved you can hardly wait to read us or watch us or listen to us
again. Let me suggest to you we’re getting better at that. In fact, we had
a series recently that is one of the best bits of journalism I have seen
anywhere, and that was the Deseret News coverage of what was going
on in Haiti.
This is a mother and her newborn child
in an LDS chapel in Haiti. The doctors and
nurses inside that chapel didn’t ask, “Are
you a member of the Church?” They asked,
“What can we do to help?” It had nothing
to do with the Church, and yet it had everything to do with the Church.
A medical student from Texas, a member of the Church, went to Haiti to help and
serve. He and his wife had been married for
five years but were childless. While he was
down there, they talked about whether or
not they should adopt a Haitian child. She went to the temple, called
her husband, and said, “Yes, we should. Look for a little girl—a small
little girl, with short hair and a big stomach.
I’ve gone on the Internet, and here’s where
you might look. Here’s an orphanage.” Her
husband and a companion drove as far as
they could, walked about another mile, but
could not find the orphanage that she had
found. Instead they found an orphanage
that wasn’t on the map. It was totally rundown, and children were being dropped off
because they had no parents. He was surrounded by at least twenty children. The

12 • The FARMS Review 22/2 (2010)

article expresses his awkwardness, like he was in a market, trying to
buy a child. Over on the side, he saw this little girl and knew she was
the one.
This is a nurse who works for
LDS Humanitarian Services. She
lost her husband in the events of
9/11. She also went to Haiti to help.
She saw a little boy who she knew
would die without help. She cleaned
his wounds, picked him up, took
him to a hospital, and held him,
telling him she loved him and would not put him down until he was
in safe hands. Having lost someone dear to her, she was not about to
lose that little boy. We know how to do emotional journalism.
One of the keys to great journalism is to ask more interesting
questions, because the fact is the more interesting the question you
ask, the more interesting the answer is. I learned this when we ran a
series in Baltimore. Louis Farrakhan had asserted that there was no
such thing as slavery in Africa. A typical way a journalist would deal
with that question is to say, “Well, I wonder if that’s true.” So they’d go
and interview people who say, “Yes there is.” They’d interview other
people who say, “No there isn’t.” They’d quote all the experts and leave
the reader totally confused about whether there is or is not slavery in
Africa. This editor said, “That’s the wrong question. The question is,
can I buy a slave?” We sent a foreign correspondent and an African
American reporter from downtown Baltimore to Africa, where they
bought two slaves. Most interesting expense report I’ve ever approved:
$1,000. Two slaves. And they then wrote this absolutely wrenching,
riveting series.3 How did this African American feel on an airplane
going to Africa to buy another human being? They talked about how
these two boys that we bought were stolen away by the slavers from
their blind mother and sold into slavery, and then how thrilled she
was when we gave them back to her. If you ask interesting, compel3. Gilbert A. Lewthwaite and Gregory Kane, “Witness to Slavery,” Baltimore Sun,
16–18 June 1996.
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ling, powerful questions, you can do interesting, compelling, powerful journalism.
Let me give you an example that for me enforces the idea that we
can achieve this goal of reaching hundreds of millions. Every day I
meet people who are very skeptical that we can actually do it. They
say that they love the way we talk about it, but the fact is you can’t do
it. You’re too late. The Internet is going to take over the world. You’re
dead! Here’s my response to “dead.” When I grew up in Utah, which
both Laura and I did, I thought water was free. Not only in the tap at
home, but I’d walk down Main Street and I’d push a little button on
this thing that was on the sidewalk, and water would come out and I
would drink it. It was a new idea to me that you would actually sell
water in a bottle. Nowadays you can buy water in a bottle for from
just under 2¢ an ounce to $1.56 an ounce. There are three thousand
brands of bottled water around the world. Americans in 2007 spent
$15 billion on bottled water. In 1976 the average American drank 1.6
gallons of bottled water. Today the total is more than 28 gallons of
bottled water. Growth in the sales of bottled water for the last thirty
years has been at a compound rate of 8 percent. Just to put that number in perspective, if the Church grew at a compound rate of 8 percent
for the next thirty years, it would go from 13.5 million to 135 million
members.
How have they done it? They’ve done it because they have found
a need you didn’t realize you had until they offered it: convenience,
taste, shape, color, properties inside. They have found that you don’t
necessarily think water in the tap is safe. Sometimes it was, sometimes it wasn’t. They find that, for instance, you like to go hiking and
take bottled water with you. By finding what you are interested in,
they have been able to sell a huge amount of bottled water. Well, let
me ask you, if they can grow at a compound rate of 8 percent by selling water, shouldn’t we be able to grow by selling relevant, compelling, emotional content in print, on the radio, on TV, and yes, on the
Internet? My view is, if they can sell water, we can sell what we do and
have a whole lot more fun in the process.

Joseph Smith, Revelation, and Book of
Mormon Geography
Matthew Roper

Review of Bruce H. Porter and Rod L. Meldrum. Prophecies and Promises: The Book of
Mormon and the United States of America. New York: Digital Legend, 2009. xviii + 239
pp., with appendix. $24.95 (paperback).

As far as can be learned, the Prophet Joseph Smith, translator
of the book, did not say where, on the America continent, Book
of Mormon activities occurred. Perhaps he did not know.
John A. Widtsoe 1
[Smith] either knew or he didn’t know. If he didn’t know, what
was he doing?
Bruce H. Porter 2

I

Joseph knew what he knew—and what he knew was far more
important than geography.
John L. Sorenson 3

n Prophecies and Promises, Bruce H. Porter and Rod L. Meldrum set
forth their case for situating Book of Mormon events in the central

Original spelling, punctuation, and capitalization have been preserved in all quotations
from Prophecies and Promises and from historical sources.
1. John A. Widtsoe, “Is Book of Mormon Geography Known?” Improvement Era,
July 1950, 547.
2. Quoted in Kristen Moulton, “Book of Mormon Geography Stirring Controversy,”
Salt Lake Tribune, 27 March 2010.
3. Quoted in Michael De Groote, “The Fight over Book of Mormon Geography,”
Deseret News, 27 May 2010.

16 • The FARMS Review 22/2 (2010)

and eastern United States.4 This so-called heartland theory is not the
traditional hemispheric model in which those events were thought
to have occurred throughout North and South America. Rather, this
theory confines the events and the prophecies concerning the land
of promise and the remnant of Lehi (the Lamanites) to the United
States. Porter and Meldrum claim their view is supported by prophetic statements of Joseph Smith. These “historically documented”
teachings and revelations, they aver, show that “the Prophet Joseph
Smith did, in fact, know about the geographical setting for the Book
of Mormon and that he did, in fact, claim inspiration for the statements he made about its geography” (p. 91). Other interpretations that
suggest a Mesoamerican location for the Book of Mormon or some
other location in Central or South America are, they declare, “beyond
comprehension” (p. 101); and those who advance such interpretations
are trying to discredit or cast doubt upon the inspired words of Joseph
Smith and his prophetic calling (p. 105).
Elsewhere I have addressed the portion of Porter and Meldrum’s
work that attempts to identify the land of promise and the nature of
the remnant described in the Book of Mormon.5 In this essay I will
first review what leaders of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints have said about Book of Mormon geography. Second, I will address a related question: Does accepting Joseph Smith as a prophet
and the translator of the Book of Mormon, a record brought forth
through the “gift and power of God,” require that we believe Joseph
was an authority on the ancient geography of that book? Third, I will
examine terms such as “this land,” “this continent,” and “this country” used by Joseph Smith in his descriptions of the Book of Mormon.
Does such language support a limited North American setting for the
Book of Mormon and rule out a Mesoamerican setting? Fourth, I will
examine the basis for the authors’ claim that the heartland setting was
4. Two versions of Prophecies and Promises were published by Digital Legend in 2009.
One (V5) was printed in October and the other (V6) in December. Although not described
by the publisher as new editions or revisions, these printings contain minor variations in
the text. Unless otherwise indicated, this essay references the October 2009 version.
5. Matthew Roper, “Losing the Remnant: The New Exclusivist ‘Movement’ and the
Book of Mormon,” in this issue of the Review.
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revealed to Joseph Smith. Is that claim supported by the historical evidence? Finally, I will explore early Latter-day Saint interest in Central
American discoveries as evidence for the historicity of the Book of
Mormon. What does such interest suggest about the question of a divinely revealed geography?
The Church and Book of Mormon Geography
While it is true that the church does not endorse any single geographical model for Book of Mormon events, church leaders have offered valuable counsel on the subject. They have, for example, stressed
that the issue is not one that can be settled at present by an appeal to
the authority of church leaders. Writing in 1890, President George Q.
Cannon explained that “the First Presidency have often been asked to
prepare some suggestive map illustrative of Nephite geography, but
have never consented to do so. Nor are we acquainted with any of
the Twelve Apostles who would undertake such a task. The reason is,
that without further information they are not prepared even to suggest. The word of the Lord or the translation of other ancient records
is required to clear up many points now so obscure.” 6 That the First
Presidency declined to undertake any suggestive map is significant
since that group included not only the Prophet Joseph Smith’s nephew
Joseph F. Smith but also Wilford Woodruff, who had participated in
Zion’s Camp and had known the Prophet Joseph Smith since the early
days of the church. President Joseph F. Smith was once asked to approve a map purporting to show exactly where Lehi and his family
had landed in the Americas. He declined, saying that the Lord had
not yet revealed it.7 Speaking to the Saints in the April 1929 General
Conference, President Anthony W. Ivins stated:
There is a great deal of talk about the geography of the Book
of Mormon. Where was the land of Zarahemla? Where was
the City of Zarahemla? and other geographic matters. It does
not make any difference to us. There has never been anything
6. George Q. Cannon, editorial, Juvenile Instructor, 1 January 1890, 18.
7. “Route Traveled by Lehi and his Company,” Instructor, April 1938, 160.
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yet set forth that definitely settles that question. So the Church
says we are just waiting until we discover the truth. . . . We
do not offer any definite solution. As you study the Book of
Mormon keep these things in mind and do not make definite
statements concerning things that have not been proven in
advance to be true.8
President Ivins’s observation is significant.
In 1903 President Joseph F. Smith taught that regarding Book of
Mormon geography, the question, for instance, of the location of the
city Zarahemla “was one of interest certainly, but if it could not be
located the matter was not of vital importance, and if there were differences of opinion on the question it would not affect the salvation
of the people: and he advised against students considering it of such
vital importance as the principles of the Gospel” and cautioned them
against making questions of Book of Mormon geography “of equal
importance with the doctrines contained in the Book.” 9
In 1938 Elder Joseph Fielding Smith wrote an article published in
the Deseret News arguing against what he then termed the “modernist” theory that the final battlefield of the Nephites and Jaredites may
have been in Central America rather than in New York.10 In 1956 this
article was included in a selection of Elder Smith’s writings compiled
by his son-in-law Bruce R. McConkie.11 Although Elder Smith would
later become president of the church in 1970, his article arguing for
a New York location as the scene of the final battlefield was written
many years before he assumed that position, and he apparently never
8. Anthony W. Ivins, in Conference Report, 15–16 April 1929, emphasis added.
9. Quoted in “Book of Mormon Students Meet,” Deseret Evening News, 25 May
1903; and “Where was Zarahemla?” Provo Daily Inquirer, 25 May 1903.
10. Joseph Fielding Smith, “Where Is the Hill Cumorah?,” Deseret News, Church
Section, September 1938, 1, 6. This article was reprinted under a different title in 1954:
“Book of Mormon Establishes Location of Historic Region,” Deseret News, Church News,
27 February 1954, 2–3.
11. Joseph Fielding Smith, Doctrines of Salvation (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1956),
3:232–41. The 1999 reprint of this work states that “consistent with the principle of continuing revelation, here and there is a statement that is dated” (Doctrines of Salvation:
Sermons and Writings of Joseph Fielding Smith [Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1999], publisher’s preface).
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revisited the question as president of the church. There is evidence
that Elder Smith may have softened his opposition on the Cumorah
question. In a letter written to Fletcher B. Hammond, who argued emphatically for a Central American location and had sent Elder Smith a
copy of his findings, the apostle explained, “I am sure this will be very
interesting although I have never paid any attention whatever to Book
of Mormon geography because it appears to me that it is inevitable
that there must be a great deal of guesswork.” 12 Apparently, he did not
consider his 1938 argument as settled and definitive or as a measure
of doctrinal orthodoxy.
Sidney B. Sperry, after whom an annual Brigham Young Univer
sity symposium is named, was also one who initially supported the
New York Cumorah view (that is, an area of New York as the final
battlefield of the Nephites and Jaredites).13 During the 1960s, as he
began to explore the issue, he came to a different conclusion. For several years Sperry circulated a handout for his Religion 622 class on
the Book of Mormon that outlined key information in that scripture
suggesting that the final battlefield was within or near the land of
Desolation, which bordered the narrow neck of land. 14 Sperry encouraged his students to address the question and try to reconcile a New
York location for those events with the data in the Book of Mormon
text. In 1968 he published these conclusions in his Book of Mormon
Compendium.15 Reversing his earlier position, he wrote: “It is now my
very carefully studied and considered opinion that the Hill Cumorah
to which Mormon and his people gathered was somewhere in Middle
America. The Book of Mormon evidence to this effect is irresistible
and conclusive to one who will approach it with an open mind. This
evidence has been reviewed by a few generations of bright students in
12. Joseph Fielding Smith to Fletcher B. Hammond, 18 September 1959, in Fletcher B.
Hammond, Geography of the Book of Mormon: “Where Is the Hill Cumorah?” (n.p., 1964), 34.
13. Sidney B. Sperry, The Book of Mormon Testifies (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1952),
335–36.
14. “Were There Two Cumorahs?,” handout for Religion 622, 31 March 1964. This
study was offered as a FARMS Reprint in 1984 and was reprinted in Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 4/1 (Spring 1995): 260–68.
15. Sidney B. Sperry, Book of Mormon Compendium (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
1968), 447–51.
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graduate classes who have been given the challenge to break it down if
they can. To date none has ever been able to do so.” 16 Sperry, who was
very familiar with what Joseph Fielding Smith had previously written, told him that he did not feel comfortable publishing something
that contradicted what the apostle had written, but that he and other
sincere students of the Book of Mormon had come to that conclusion only after serious and careful study of the text. Sperry said that
Elder Smith then lovingly put his arm around his shoulder and said,
“Sidney, you are as entitled to your opinion as I am to mine. You go
ahead and publish it.” 17
Other church leaders such as John A. Widtsoe considered the
Cumorah question an open matter worthy of further investigation.
“As far as can be learned,” wrote Elder Widtsoe, “the Prophet Joseph
Smith, translator of the book, did not say where, on the American
continent, Book of Mormon activities occurred. Perhaps he did not
know.” 18 Elder Widtsoe further observed that
the hill from which the Book of Mormon plates were obtained
by Joseph Smith is definitely known. In the days of the Prophet
this hill was known among the people as Cumorah. This is a
fixed point in Book of Mormon later history. There is a controversy, however, about the Hill Cumorah—not about the location where the Book of Mormon plates were found, but whether
it is the hill under that name near which Nephite events took
place. A name says one, may be applied to more than one hill;
and plates containing the records of a people, sacred things,
could be moved from place to place by divine help.19
After reviewing the evidence from church history, including the
Zelph story and the claim that Lehi landed in Chile, Elder Widtsoe
16. Sperry, Book of Mormon Compendium, 447.
17. Recollection of John Fugal of Orem, Utah, to Matthew Roper, 15 May 2010. Fugal
was a student in a BYU Book of Mormon class where Sperry recounted the experience.
18. Widtsoe, “Is Book of Mormon Geography Known?,” 547.
19. John A. Widtsoe, “Is Book of Mormon Geography Known?,” 547; reprinted in
John A. Widtsoe, Evidences and Reconciliations (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1951), 3:94.
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found little support for the view that Book of Mormon geography had
been revealed to the Prophet. He summarized:
They who work on the geography of the Book of Mormon have
little else than the preceding approaches with which to work,
viz: that Nephites found their way into what is now the state
of Illinois; that the plates of the Book of Mormon were found
in a hill in northwestern New York State; that a statement exists of doubtful authenticity that Lehi and his party landed on
the shore of the land now known as Chile; and that under the
Prophet’s editorship Central America was denominated the
region of Book of Mormon activities. Out of diligent, prayerful study, we may be led to a better understanding of times
and places in the history of the people who move across the
pages of the divinely given Book of Mormon.20
Church leaders, acknowledging the lack of authoritative answers
regarding Book of Mormon geography, have encouraged earnest,
diligent, and careful study of the matter while counseling the Saints
not to allow such interests to cloud their focus on gospel principles.
Elder James E. Talmage counseled, “The more thinkers, investigators,
workers we have in the field the better; but our brethren who devote
themselves to that kind of research should remember that they must
speak with caution and not declare as demonstrated truths points
that are not really proved.” 21 Elder John A. Widtsoe made a similar
point: “Usually, an ideal map is drawn based upon geographical facts
mentioned in the book. Then a search is made for existing areas complying with the map. All such studies are legitimate, but the conclusions drawn from them, though they may be correct, must at the best
be held as intelligent conjectures.” 22 In short, until additional revelation on the matter is forthcoming, the question of where Book of
Mormon events occurred is one that cannot be resolved by an appeal

20. Widtsoe, “Is Book of Mormon Geography Known?,” 597.
21. James E. Talmage, in Conference Report, April 1929, 44.
22. Widtsoe, “Is Book of Mormon Geography Known?,” 547.
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to authority. It is a matter of study and scholarship, not a measure of
faithfulness.
How Not to Have a “Conversation” about Book of Mormon
Geography
Porter and Meldrum sometimes claim that they merely want to
introduce new ideas and encourage conversation about the Book of
Mormon. “The goal of this study is to cause ‘scholars’ and other students of the Book of Mormon to think beyond traditional thought
and realize there might be more to consider” (p. 200). The authors say
they do not mean to “diminish the research of those who have done
tremendous work in this area of study” (p. 206). Yet at other times they
undermine this professed goal with accusatory statements implying
that Latter-day Saint scholars who disagree with them are less honest, intelligent, or faithful than they are. One observer of the authors’
activities notes that “Meldrum’s ideas do not create much controversy.
But some fear his rhetoric questions the faith of those who have differing opinions and that he is, in effect, not just offering an interesting
theory but a call to repentance.” 23 Meldrum denies this: “All I’m saying is that here is another theory, if you will, but if you will take a look
at how it matches what Joseph Smith said and what the scriptures say,
it’s a better match.” 24
It is difficult, however, to reconcile such denials with other statements found in Prophecies and Promises, as well as in the authors’
public presentations and advertisements. They give initial lip service to the Brethren’s neutrality on the question, then insist that the
Saints should not be neutral. “This book,” according to Porter and
Meldrum, “is dedicated to the historically documented fact that the
Prophet Joseph Smith did, in fact, know about the geographical setting for the Book of Mormon and that he did, in fact, claim inspiration for the statements he made about its geography” (p. 91). They
claim that these statements have been suppressed or ignored by pre23. Michael De Groote, “Raiders of the Lost Book of Mormon Geography,” Deseret
News, 6 June 2008.
24. Quoted in De Groote, “Lost Book of Mormon Geography.”
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vious scholars who, it is implied, consider “education, knowledge, or
beliefs more authoritative and correct than scripture or revealed prophetic statements,” thereby “placing their trust in the arm of flesh”
(p. 92). Porter and Meldrum make clear that they are not speaking of
anti-Mormon writers or referring to writers of Sunstone or Dialogue. 25
They refer, rather, to believing Latter-day Saints who accept the divine
authenticity and historicity of the Book of Mormon but who conceptualize a Mesoamerican setting for the Book of Mormon. Porter and
Meldrum class these “Mesoamericanists” among other unbelievers
whose views are inconsistent with the inspired teachings of Joseph
Smith. Although the Prophet Joseph Smith was “clear and concise
in his statements about Book of Mormon geography, . . . the allure
and enticement of Mesoamerica ruins and a desire for physical proof
seems to determine the interpretation and interpolation of the words
of the Prophet Joseph Smith. It is regrettable that so many cannot simply take Joseph Smith at his word” (p. 102). 26 The authors believe that
those who speak in terms of a Mesoamerican setting for the Book of
Mormon are harming the church. “What message,” they ask, “is sent
to those unfriendly to the Church and Mormonism when recognized
scholars within the Church openly disagree with (or reject) the words
and claimed inspiration of the founding prophet of this dispensation?”
(p. 116). 27 “Those who choose to reject the prophet’s revelatory words
25. I am not suggesting that all contributors to these venues reject the historicity of
the Book of Mormon, although many do.
26. “For scholars to cling to a Mesoamerican model, Porter says, they must disregard what the church’s founding prophet said. ‘Most of the people fighting it are people
who have something to lose financially or by reputation,’ Porter says. ‘I feel for them. . . .
How would it be when you’ve spent your life trying to prove The Book of Mormon location . . . if someone came along and said you’d ignored the statements of Joseph Smith’ ”
(Moulton, “Book of Mormon Geography Stirring Controversy”).
27. The authors currently distribute a set of five DVDs entitled Book of Mormon
Evidence Series, which covers much of the same material found in their book. On disk 5,
Heartland Geography, Bruce H. Porter is shown speaking while standing on the grounds
of a temple. He states: “Right now, as we are dealing with the prophecies and promises
within the Book of Mormon, in regard to the statements of Joseph Smith and the statements in the Book of Mormon, the anti-Mormons have recognized, they know what the
statements are of Joseph Smith in regard to Book of Mormon geography, and they know
what scholars have said, and they are now beginning to discuss that the best scholars that
the Mormon Church has, or that the Latter-day Saints have, are discounting the words
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cannot then also claim to be ‘defending Mormonism’ in the pursuit
of their own agendas, which occasionally run contrary to his words.
Such actions demonstrate a casual disregard for Joseph’s prophetic
calling and an espousal of the ‘theories of men’ over his inspired and
historically documented statements” (pp. 116–17).28 Given the counsel of the Brethren discussed above, one wonders if the authors also
include them among this group. Do they discount the revelations and
teachings of Joseph Smith?
The authors believe that their heartland theory has not received
a fair hearing. “Much of the information presented here has hitherto
been the subject of relatively unsympathetic review by an array of
scholars” (preface). “Ironically,” they claim,
of Joseph Smith in regards to Book of Mormon geography. That’s aimed at BYU and will
probably soon be aimed even at Salt Lake, but it right now is something that needs to be
addressed” (emphasis added).
28. “Many in the LDS community have either consciously chosen, or ignorantly dismissed the statements of Joseph Smith,” writes Bruce H. Porter in a recent lengthy ad
published in the Deseret News. “Some have manifested a blatant disregard for the ‘documented’ words, statements and declared revelations pertaining to a geographical setting
for the Book of Mormon that have come from the mouth of the Prophet Joseph Smith.
The question that keeps coming to mind is ‘WHY?’ Why did ‘we’ (many [not all] so called
scholars) decide that ‘we’ knew better than the Prophet? Why have ‘we’ concluded that
the Prophet was wrong? For the last half century, books and articles have been written trying to explain ‘why’ the prophet was wrong, while accepting questionable and
undocumented sources as the words of Joseph. Scholars have declared that Joseph Smith
‘just didn’t know’ or ‘was unaware’ of where the Lands of the Book of Mormon were.
Some LDS authors also state in their writings that the Prophet Joseph ‘never claimed
inspiration on the matter’ or ‘changed his mind’ about this geography. These published
statements discounting, dismissing, and ignoring the statements of Joseph, are just plain
wrong (not wanting to beat around the bush). Many scholars dismiss Joseph Smith, while
rationalizing their conclusions in the inapt abilities of an uneducated Prophet of God,
while touting personal training, education and degrees, trusting in their own arm of
flesh. . . . Implying that someone might be neglecting the statements of Joseph Smith
no doubt seems harsh and judgmental. Many who do not want Mesoamerica to exit
the center stage take the position that the Prophet’s ‘opinions’ changed later in his life.
Most often the standing rationalization is that the Prophet Joseph was not speaking as
a ‘prophet’ at the time he made the statements, but just offering an opinion. However,
Joseph Smith’s statements cannot and should not be understood as ‘opinion’ or uneducated guess work. . . . It is time to support the Prophetic calling of Joseph Smith, not just
in the geography of the Book of Mormon but in his statements on doctrine, scripture and
history” (Bruce H. Porter, “A Second Look,” Deseret News, 18 February 2010).
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the greatest threat to the information contained in this book
is not the anti-Mormon faction. The greatest objection to
this information comes from those whose theories, articles,
papers, books, reputations, and income are challenged by a
move away from Mesoamerica. Sadly, many in the LDS scholarly community refuse to look objectively at the statements
of Joseph Smith, the context of the Book of Mormon, and the
scientific evidence, both genetic and archaeological. (p. 167) 29
“Finally, scientific evidence,” Porter and Meldrum assert, “may now
support the statements of Joseph Smith pertaining to the geography
of the Book of Mormon but the LDS intellectual community is one
of the groups who ignore both for the sake of a theory” (p. 167). This
conspiracy of scholars is the greatest obstacle to the authors’ endeavor.
The greatest threat to a culture is the culture itself. As the
Lord declares to Alma: “This is my church, and I will establish
it; and nothing shall overthrow it; save it is the transgression
of my people” (Mosiah 27:13). The greatest disappointment
is that the rejection of the statements of the Prophet Joseph
Smith, and the sciences that now support his statements, is
coming from the LDS culture. (p. 168)
In other words, Latter-day Saint scholars who disagree with the authors are transgressors like the wicked Alma who secretly went about
seeking to destroy the church. It is because of these scholars, including some associated with the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious
Scholarship, “that the anti-Mormons have launched the largest onslaught against the Church in years” over the DNA issue. Porter and
Meldrum allege that
objective consideration of the statements of Joseph Smith, archaeological research, and the potential DNA evidence for a
North American setting for the Book of Mormon is not allowed in most Latter-day Saint scholastic circles. In future
years this will no doubt be a point of humorous recollection,
29. Porter and Meldrum provide no evidence for this claim.
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but the academic bias referred to here was never more evident than when the authors of this work were denied access
to BYU’s Education Week (where Mesoamerican theories are
routinely presented) as it was determined that the information herein was too ‘controversial’ to be allowed. (p. 182)
Methodological Confusion
The first step in approaching the question of Book of Mormon
geography is to get clear on what the Book of Mormon itself has to say
about it. This must be done before one tries to measure the text against
any proposed American setting.30 “The Book of Mormon,” noted
Latter-day Saint archaeologist John Clark, “must be the final and most
important arbiter in deciding the correctness of a given geography;
otherwise we will be forever hostage to the shifting sands of expert
opinion.” 31 Porter and Meldrum wrongly attribute the abundance of
Book of Mormon geographical models to the practice of constructing
an internal geography based upon the Book of Mormon text (p. 11).
Yet the truth is that much of the diversity of opinion on the question
is due to the failure of most proponents to do so. Only after this first
exercise is done in a thorough and comprehensive manner can one
then proceed to the secondary issue of how this internal picture may
30. “The basic methodology followed by historical traditionalists in reconstructing Book of Mormon geography is as follows: 1. Carefully study the text of the Book
of Mormon, identifying all passages of any geographic significance. 2. Categorize these
toponyms according to type (cities, lands, hills, rivers, seas, etc.). 3. Analyze the relationships between various passages for consistency or inconsistency. 4. Identify any type of
geographical links described between toponyms (travel times, directions, spatial relationships, etc.). 5. If these geographic statements are internally consistent, develop an
internal ideal model of Book of Mormon geography. 6. Apply this internally consistent
hypothetical model to various potential real world settings in an attempt to formulate
possible correlations. 7. Compare the various models of real world correspondences in
order to determine which, if any, forms the best correlation.” William J. Hamblin, “An
Apologist for the Critics,” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/1 (1994): 472–73.
31. John Clark, “A Key for Evaluating Nephite Geographies,” Review of Books on the
Book of Mormon 1 (1989): 21.
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or may not correlate with a particular real-world setting.32 This does
not mean that all who do so will necessarily agree on all points, but it
does keep such efforts tied to the text itself.33 Instead of first trying to
get clear on what the Book of Mormon itself says about its geographical location, Porter and Meldrum rest their speculation on a shaky
interpretation of certain prophecies and promises found in the text.
To focus on geographic passages of the Book of Mormon in
the creation of a hypothetical map is to espouse a belief that
these passages are of more import and of greater consequence
than that of inspired prophetic utterances. For example, is it
not more important to know that the New Jerusalem will be
built upon “this land” by prophecy than debating what constitutes a wilderness, or how far a Nephite can walk in a day?
(pp. 73–74)
This matter of comparative importance, of course, depends upon the
question one wants to answer. To know where the New Jerusalem
will be built is one thing. But if one wants to know how far the land
of Nephi was from Zarahemla, one cannot ignore what the Book
of Mormon says about travel distances or directions. Porter and
Meldrum claim that Book of Mormon prophecies about the land are
32. “When this full methodology is followed we discover, first, that Book of Mormon
internal geography is remarkably consistent, and second, that it is consistently limited—
that all known geographical distances (travel times) point to a macrogeographical zone
of only a few hundred miles. To my knowledge, no critic of the antiquity of the Book of
Mormon has ever successfully disputed these two conclusions based on evidence from
the text itself. The remarkable result of this process is that there is a significant disjuncture between early Latter-day Saint interpretations of Book of Mormon geography, and
the geography of the text itself. This would lead one to conclude that, if Joseph Smith
believed in a hemispheric Book of Mormon geography, he was not the author of the text.”
Hamblin, “Apologist for the Critics,” 473.
33. On this see Clark, “Key for Evaluating Nephite Geographies,” 20–70. Sorenson
provides a verse-by-verse analysis of each geographical passage in the Book of Mormon
in The Geography of Book of Mormon Events: A Source Book (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1992),
215–326. He also includes a “Summary of the Criteria for an Acceptable Model from
the Text, by Feature” (pp. 329–53), followed by a useful “ ‘Report Card’ for Evaluating
Models” (pp. 357–64) and a “Trial Map” (p. 367) based upon that data. This provides
a useful starting point for those interested in the subject. See also John L. Sorenson,
Mormon’s Map (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000).
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a more reliable source of information on geography than geographical
passages themselves. These “prophecies and promises” are thought to
be the key to establishing the location of Book of Mormon lands. “The
prophetic record is specific and inspired about the Promised Land and
must take precedence over all physical and geographic descriptions.
That said, when physical and geographical passages are clear, they will
match the more important descriptions set forth by the prophecies
and promises in the text” (p. 74). This approach is dubious since it allows the interpreter to arbitrarily pick and choose which geographical
passages are more important and which are not, when what is really
needed is a comprehensive examination of all the relevant passages in
the Book of Mormon.
Porter and Meldrum assert that the prophecies and promises in
the Book of Mormon “are spiritual in nature because of the fact that
they are revealed and understood by the workings of the spirit,” while
“the geographic passages are temporal in nature and in purpose, having no ‘fulfilment’ in a historical or future setting” (p. 75). So Book
of Mormon passages on prophecies and promises are spiritual while
Book of Mormon geographical passages are not! This again seems very
arbitrary and self-serving. Why attempt an internal geography when
they can pick and choose and dismiss geographical information in the
text on a whim? Not willing, apparently, to expend the needed effort
and study required to determine what the Book of Mormon says about
its geography, the authors attempt an end run around the process with
rhetorical tricks. Passages that support their view are the “spiritual”
ones, while the others are not.
Doesn’t a Prophet Know Everything?
Joseph Smith was the translator of the Book of Mormon. He always claimed that this work was done through “the gift and power
of God.” He claimed to be, and Latter-day Saints believe him to have
been, an eyewitness and a participant in this event. Does his being
a prophet who received revelation mean that he knows and understands everything? Does his being a witness to the coming forth of
the Book of Mormon necessarily entail also being an expert on its
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contents? Lehi had a dream or vision of the tree of life. Later Nephi
saw what his father had seen. When Nephi was asked by his brethren
about the meaning of the river that his father had seen, he explained
that it represented filthiness and that “so much was his [father’s] mind
swallowed up in other things that he beheld not the filthiness of the
water” (1 Nephi 15:27). Nephi’s comment clarifies that even those who
receive revelations may not fully understand every aspect of them.
“Now, I unfold unto you a mystery,” said Alma; “nevertheless, there
are many mysteries which are kept, that no one knoweth them save
God himself. But I show unto you one thing which I have inquired
diligently of God that I might know” (Alma 40:3). Alma knew certain
things only because he has made them a matter of diligent and persistent inquiry. Joseph Smith received revelations about the establishment of Zion. When the Saints were mobbed and forcibly expelled
from their lands in Jackson County, Missouri, the Prophet was deeply
troubled. In a letter to the Saints, he wrote:
I know that Zion, in the own due time of the Lord will be
redeemed, but how many will be the days of her purification,
tribulation and affliction, the Lord has kept hid from my eyes;
and when I enquire concerning this subject the voice of the
Lord is, Be still, and know that I am God! . . . Now there are
two things of which I am ignorant and the Lord will not show
me—perhaps for a wise purpose in himself. I mean in some
respects, and they are these, Why God hath suffered so great
calamity to come upon Zion; or what the great moving cause
of this great affliction is. These two things and again by what
means he will return her back to her inheritance with songs of
everlasting Joy upon her head. These two things brethren, are
in part kept back that they are not plainly <shewn unto me.34
Speaking of another revelation, the Prophet taught:
34. Joseph Smith to Edward Partridge and others, 10 December 1833, in Personal
Writings of Joseph Smith, ed. Dean C. Jessee, rev. ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2002), 329.
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I was once praying very earnestly to know the time of the
coming of the Son of Man, when I heard a voice repeat the following: Joseph, my son, if thou livest until thou art eighty-five
years old, thou shalt see the face of the Son of Man; therefore
let this suffice, and trouble me no more on this matter. I was
left thus, without being able to decide whether this coming
referred to the beginning of the millennium or to some previous appearing, or whether I should die and thus see his face.
I believe the coming of the Son of Man will not be any sooner
than that time. (D&C 130:14–17)
It is clear from Joseph Smith’s own teachings that he received revelations, but it is equally clear that he did not always fully understand
them. George Q. Cannon taught this principle: “We believe in revelation. It may come dim; it may come indistinct, it may come sometimes
with a degree of vagueness which we do not like. Why? Because of our
imperfection; because we are not prepared to receive it as it comes in
its purity; in its fulness from God. He is not to blame for this. It is our
duty though to contend for more faith, for greater power, for clearer
revelations, for better understanding concerning his great truths as he
communicates them to us. That is our duty; that is the object of our
lives as Latter-day Saints.35 Wilford Woodruff taught that “the Lord
does communicate some things of importance to the children of men
by means of visions and dreams as well as by the records of divine
truth. And what is it all for? It is to teach us a principle. We may never
see anything take place exactly as we see it in a dream or a vision, yet
it is intended to teach a principle.” 36 One might conceivably have a
vision of the ancient Nephites without understanding the details of
their geography.
Early critics of the Book of Mormon initially claimed that Joseph
Smith must have fabricated the book himself, but for those who actually knew Joseph Smith, his limited education and abilities precluded
such an explanation. “It is agreed on all hands,” wrote one early critic
35. George Q. Cannon, in Journal of Discourses, 21:76–77.
36. Wilford Woodruff, in Journal of Discourses, 22:333.
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whose caustic comments are typical, “that Smith is too ignorant and
stupid to have originated such a book.” The critic then added with
some amazement, “This his followers readily admit and glory in it as
an evidence that he must have been divinely inspired.” 37 “It is asserted
by one of his principle followers, (who also pretends to divine illuminations,) that Jo, even at this day is profoundly ignorant of the meaning of many of the words contained in the Book of Mormon.” 38 How
could such things be if Joseph Smith was a prophet?
In an address given at the Library of Congress in Washington,
DC, on the two hundredth anniversary of the Prophet’s birth, Latterday Saint archaeologist John Clark made an important observation
that accords with my own:
For Mormons, Joseph Smith is a prophet, seer, and revelator,
and the Book of Mormon is the word of God. Detractors ridicule both as blasphemous frauds. There is no secure middle
ground between positions, but there is one spectacular point
of agreement. Champions on both sides see the Book of
Mormon as the key to Joseph Smith’s claim to be a prophet.
Divergent views on the origin of the book lead to different
supposed authors; in each case the deduced person thought to
be responsible for the book remains incomplete. Surprisingly,
both friends and foes have diminished Joseph and the Book
of Mormon in the same way—by exaggerating his abilities. . . .
Critics see Joseph Smith as author of a romantic fiction,
the Book of Mormon, and in so doing they distort both the
man and the book beyond belief. They see the book as a logical
product of its 1820s intellectual environment, combined with
Joseph Smith’s native intelligence and deceitful propensities.
Most Mormons fall into a more subtle error that also inflates Joseph’s talents; they confuse translation with authorship. They presume that Joseph Smith knew the contents of
37. “Author of the Book of Mormon,” Zion’s Advocate (Portland, ME), 20 December
1837, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,1407.
38. “Gold Bible, No. 3,” The Reflector (Palmyra, NY), 1 February 1831, 92, accessed
9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,576.
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the book as if he were its real author, and they accord him
perfect knowledge of the text. This presumption removes
from discussion the most compelling evidence of the book’s
authenticity—Joseph’s unfamiliarity with its contents. To put
the matter clearly: Joseph Smith did not fully understand the
Book of Mormon. I propose that he transmitted to readers an
ancient book that he neither imagined nor wrote.
One thing all readers share with Joseph is a partial understanding of the book’s complexities. Indeed, many things
about the book were simply unknowable in 1830. Over the last
sixty years, Hugh Nibley, John Sorenson, and other scholars
have shown the Book of Mormon to be truer than Joseph Smith
or any of his contemporaries could know. Consequently, what
Joseph Smith knew and understood about the book ought to be
research questions rather than presumptions. Thanks in large
part to his critics, it is becoming clear that Joseph Smith did
not fully understand the geography, scope, historical scale, literary form, or cultural content of the book.39
It is, of course, possible that the Lord revealed the details of Book of
Mormon geography to Joseph Smith, but this is, as Clark reminds, a
research question, not a given. In what follows, I will assess the historical evidence bearing on what Joseph knew about the geography of
Book of Mormon events.
Land, Continent, Country, and Context
“This Land”
Porter and Meldrum argue that the words “this land” (e.g.,
2 Nephi 1:5) in reference to the promised land cannot refer to all of the
Americas, but rather exclusively to a smaller region that they identify
with the Central and Eastern United States. They claim that the de39. John E. Clark, “Archaeological Trends and Book of Mormon Origins,” BYU
Studies 44/4 (2005): 84–85, emphasis added. This was a presentation delivered for “The
Worlds of Joseph Smith” conference held on 5–6 May 2005 at the Library of Congress in
Washington, DC.
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monstrative this in Hebrew shows that the land in question is limited
to the region immediately within the vicinity of the speaker; hence the
words cannot refer to the entire American hemisphere.
The phrase “this land” in the passages above [2 Nephi 1:5–9;
10:10–12], and all others must be intimate to the speaker and
the listener, or the prophet writing the text. “This land” must
then be definite, specific, and under the feet of the listener
to answer the question of “which land.” The demonstrative
solidifies the understanding of which land is “this land”—
the land where they are. Because of these demonstratives the
land where they are must be the same land where the specific
prophecies and promises are to be fulfilled. (p. 31)
The authors insist that when Moroni speaks of the New Jerusalem being built upon “this land” it can only mean that Moroni was standing
in or very near Jackson County, Missouri. When Book of Mormon
prophets say that “this land” is to be a land of liberty unto the Gentiles,
we must, according to Porter and Meldrum, understand this to refer
to the United States exclusively. When the Book of Mormon speaks
of the remnant of Lehi in “this land,” the words can only mean the
United States or some location within the United States. The words
cannot, in their view, have wider application to all of the Americas.
They continue:
The only way that the words “this land” (the singular among
the plural) found in the Book of Mormon could be forced to
mean the entire western hemisphere is for the Nephite writers
to be intimate and familiar with the entire extent of the land
from north to south and from east to west before the statements were made. The use of the phrase “this land” would
indicate that there were other lands that were not part of “this
land”, indicating within the text a non-hemispherical setting. The phrase “this land” can only be defined as singular
within “lands” around the speaker to even warrant the need
of the demonstrative. If the discussion was meant to include
all the lands within the hemisphere that are connected at the
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point or place of discussion, the text would not require the
demonstrative “this” but only the definite article. One would
not say “this chair” in a room full of chairs to mean all chairs.
Nor would one say “this land” in a hemisphere of many lands.
(pp. 32–33)
For Porter and Meldrum, any other explanation is inconceivable.
“To try to stretch of the meaning of ‘this land’ in this revelation to
include Central or South America is beyond comprehension” (p. 101).
The phrase, however, does not mean what they think it does. The demonstrative this in “this land” does not tell us the extent or limits of
the land referred to. In other words, the proximity suggested by this
does not define scope, for “this land” may begin under the feet of the
speaker and go on indefinitely. In Hebrew, this and that, as well as these
and those, can refer to things both proximate and distant. Sometimes,
for example, “this land,” even in English, can mean “the land of which
I am speaking” rather than “the land where I am writing this.” Before
the Israelites entered the land of promise, Moses spoke of it as “this
land” although he had never set foot upon it (Deuteronomy 3:18;
29:24). Nephi was in the Arabian land of Bountiful when he spoke of
the land of Canaan: “Do ye suppose that the children of this land, who
were in the land of promise, who were driven out by our fathers, do ye
suppose that they were righteous?” (1 Nephi 17:33). “This land” clearly
referred to the land of which he was speaking rather than the land
where he was speaking. King Mosiah was in the land of Zarahemla in
the land southward when he spoke of the destruction of the Jaredites
in “this land,” even though they were destroyed in the land northward
(Mosiah 29:27). Mormon was in the land northward when he wrote
about “this land” in which Jesus had chosen his twelve disciples—
which happened in Bountiful in the land southward (Mormon 3:19;
8:23). Jesus speaks of the great destruction in “this land,” meaning
both the land northward and southward (3 Nephi 9:12).
When Jesus speaks to the Nephites concerning his other sheep,
he explains that their brethren in the land of Jerusalem did not know
about them. He speaks of the lost tribes: “And verily, verily, I say unto
you that I have other sheep, which are not of this land, neither of
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the land of Jerusalem, neither in any parts of that land round about
whither I have been to minister” (3 Nephi 16:1). The lost tribes were
not in “this land” where the Lehites were or the “land of Jerusalem”
or any parts of “that land” where Jesus had previously ministered to
the Jews. Speaking from the Nephite temple at Bountiful, Jesus distinguishes “this land” from the land where he had walked among the
Jews in the Old World, but aside from this, the nature of “this land” is
left open and undefined.
It also appears that Joseph Smith and his contemporaries interpreted “this land” more broadly than Porter and Meldrum do. In
June 1842, while the Prophet was serving as its editor, the Times and
Seasons included an article comparing Aztec traditions of the confounding of languages with the account of the brother of Jared in the
Book of Mormon. The editor then observed:
The tradition and hyeroglyphics of the Zaltees, the Colhu
acans, and the Azteca nations, in regard to the confusion of
languages and their travels to this land, is so like that contained in the Book of Mormon, that the striking analogy must
be seen by every superficial observer. . . . These accounts, then,
precisely agree, one of which was found in Ontario county,
N.Y., and the other in Mexico. 40
Clearly, the editor considered both New York and Mexico to be part
of “this land.”
“This Continent”
Porter and Meldrum claim that the phrase “this continent” when
used by Joseph Smith also indicates that he was not speaking of all
the Americas, but only the United States or part of it. In his account
of the coming forth of the Book of Mormon, now included in the
Pearl of Great Price, the Prophet Joseph Smith wrote that the angel
Moroni explained that the Book of Mormon gave an account of the
40. “Traits of Mosaic History, Found among the Azteca Nations,” Times and Seasons
(Nauvoo, IL), 15 June 1842, 820, accessed 6 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/
BOMP,3432.
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“former inhabitants of this continent” (Joseph Smith—History 1:34).
According to Porter and Meldrum,
the interpretation of the phrase “former inhabitants of this
continent” must, for clarity of understanding, have one of
two meanings or conclusions. Either this refers to “this continent” or it does not. If it does not refer to the United States,
a person would have to ignore the demonstrative “this” and
then redefine “this continent” into a generality of hemisphere
or continent(s). To assume the latter would mean that either
Joseph or Moroni made a mistake in the description and the
use of the demonstrative in pointing to the “which” continent. (pp. 92–93) 41
The authors’ interpretation fails to take into account the historical context in which the Prophet’s statement was made and also ignores how the words were used by Joseph Smith and his contemporaries. The historical evidence suggests that the earliest Latter-day
Saints thought of events in the Book of Mormon as having occurred
throughout North and South America. The early Saints did not have
their own press until mid-1832, but other early newspapers reported
the activities and ideas of the earliest missionaries. Eight months after
the publication of the Book of Mormon, an Ohio reporter described
the teachings of Oliver Cowdery and his companions as they stopped
in Ohio on their way to Missouri: “This new Revelation, they say is
especially designed for the benefit, or rather for the christianizing of
the Aborigines of America; who, as they affirm, are a part of the tribe
of Manasseh, and whose ancestors landed on the coast of Chili 600
years before the coming of Christ, and from them descended all the
41. In contemporary usage we think of the North American continent as including Canada, the United States, and Mexico, but it was defined more broadly in Joseph
Smith’s day to include what we now call Mesoamerica (southern Mexico, Guatemala,
Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador) and all of Central America as far south as Panama.
As Webster’s 1828 American Dictionary of the English Language explains, “From Darien
to the North, the continent is called North America, and to the South, it is called South
America.” So the phrase “this continent,” even if understood to refer exclusively to the
North American continent, would still not exclude Mesoamerica and Central America.
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Indians of America.” 42 Other early reports state that Orson Pratt and
Lyman Johnson preached that Lehi landed in South America and that
the final battles of the Nephites commenced at the Isthmus of Darien
and ended in New York.43 By June 1832, the church had commenced
its own newspaper in Independence, Missouri, under the editorship of
W. W. Phelps. In an early issue, Phelps spoke of Missouri as “the centre
of America; it being about an equal distance from Maine, to Nootka
sound; and from the gulf of St. Lawrence to the Gulf of California; yes,
and about the middle of the continent from cape Horn, south, to the
head land at Barra’s Bay, north.” 44 It is in this context of a hemispheric
view inclusive of all the Americas that early Latter-day Saint usage of
the word continent is best understood. When we survey how Latterday Saint writers in Joseph Smith’s day used the term, it becomes clear
that they had reference to Central and South America as well as North
America, as the following examples show:
•

We are glad to see the proof [from Central American ruins]
begin to come, of the original or ancient inhabitants of this
continent. It is good testimony in favor of the book of Mormon,
and the book of Mormon is good testimony that such things
as cities and civilization, “prior to the fourteenth century,”
existed in America. Helaman, in the book of Mormon, gives
the following very interesting account of the people who lived
upon this continent, before the birth of the Savior.45

42. A. S., “The Golden Bible, or, Campbellism Improved,” Observer and Telegraph
(Hudson, OH), 18 November 1830, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.
edu/u?/BOMP,243.
43. “Mormonism,” Fredonia Censor (Fredonia, NY), 7 March 1832, accessed 9 June
2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,1355; and “The Orators of Mormon,”
Catholic Telegraph (Cincinnati, OH), 14 April 1832, 204–5, accessed 9 June 2010, http://
contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,599.
44. “The Far West,” Evening and the Morning Star (Independence, MO), October
1832, 37, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,758. Later writers such as Parley P. Pratt thought of the Book of Mormon as a “record of half a world.”
Parley P. Pratt, “Book of Mormon,” Latter-day Saints’ Millennial Star, February 1841,
263–64, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,2688.
45. “Discovery of Ancient Ruins in Central America,” Evening and the Morning Star
(Independence, MO), February, 1833, [71], emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010, http://
contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,658.
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Now, the beauty of this simile or figure can only be discovered by those who take the pains to contrast it with the literal
fact as it occurred; the relation of which may be found in the
book of Mormon, first book of Nephi, where a remnant of the
branches or seed of Joseph are represented as crossing the sea,
and settling this continent of North and South America.46
The Book of Mormon describes the christian religion as being
on the Western Continent . . . a religion in operation at the
Isthmus of Darien 600 years before Christ.47
Mr. M. I have always thought that there had been a more enlightened people on this continent, than the present Indians.
The remains of ancient buildings, monuments &c., are evident proofs on this point. Mr. R. There can be no doubt on
this subject. In the recent researches in Central America, the
ruins of very large and splendid buildings have been found,
but it does not necessarily follow that the Book of Mormon
is true.48
The Book of Mormon gives an account of a number of descendants of Israel coming to this continent; and it is well known
that the art of embalming was known among the Hebrews,
as well as among the Egyptians. . . . This art was no doubt
transmitted from Jerusalem to this continent, by the before
mentioned emigrants, which accounts for their finding of
the mummies [in Kentucky], and at the same time is another
strong evidence of the authenticity of the Book of Mormon.49
The city [Moronihah] was in some region on the South of
what is called at this time, North America, and at the time

46. William Smith, “Evidences of the Book of Mormon,” Latter-day Saints’ Messenger
and Advocate (Kirtland, OH), January 1837, 434, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010,
http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,1653.
47. Walter Scott, “Mormon Bible. No. IV,” Evangelist (Carthage, OH), 1 May 1841,
111, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,4481.
48. “Dialogue on Mormonism No II,” Times and Seasons, 15 July 1841, 473, emphasis
added, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3011.
49. “A Catacomb of Mummies Found in Kentucky,” Times and Seasons, 2 May
1842, 781–82, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/
BOMP,3455.
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our Lord Jesus Christ was crucified, near Jerusalem, in Asia.
At that time there was a terrible destruction on this continent,
because of the wickedness of the people, at which time those
cities were destroyed. . . . And how was you destroyed? was the
inquiry of those efficient antiquarians Messrs. Catherwood
and Stephens, the charge d’affairs of these United States, as
they sit on the wondrous walls of “Copan”. . . . Read book of
Mormon, 3d edition, page 549. Let the reader observe, that
the book of Mormon was published A. D. 1830. The discovery
of this city by Messrs. Catherwood and Stephens was in 1840.
Read Stephens’ travels in Central America, vol. i. page 130,
131, &c. Mr. Stephens states, “There is no account of these ruins until the visit of Col. Galindo in 1836, before referred to,
who examined them under a commission from the Central
American government.” Question.—If the book of Mormon
is a fiction, no difference who wrote it, how did it happen to
locate this city so nicely before it was known to exist till 1836
by any account that was extant in America, from which it
could have been extracted? 50
He introduced an account of many American antiquities together with the discoveries lately made by Mr. Stevens, that
all go to prove that the American Indians were once an enlightened people and understood the arts and sciences, as the
ruined cities and monuments lately discovered fully prove. . . .
The Book of Mormon was not only a history of the dealings of
God with the descendants of Joseph on this continent, previous to the crucifixion of our Lord, but also an account of the
gospel as established among them by the personal appearance
of Christ on this continent.51
When the Book of Mormon first made its appearance among
men, it was looked upon by many as a wild speculation. . . .

50. John E. Page, “To a Disciple,” Morning Chronicle (Pittsburgh, PA), 1 July 1842,
emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3234.
51. From the Weekly Bostonian, 9 July 1842; reprinted in Latter-day Saints’ Millennial
Star (Liverpool, England), September 1842, 87, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010,
http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3311.
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We were then told that the inhabitants of this continent were,
and always had been, a rude barbarous race, uncouth, unlettered, and without civilization. But when they were told of the
various relics that have been found indicative of civilization,
intelligence and learning; when they were told of the wealth,
architecture and splendor of ancient Mexico; when recent
developments proved beyond a doubt, that there was ancient
ruins in Central America, which, in point of magnificence,
beauty, strength and architectural design, would vie with any
of the most splendid ruins of the Asiatic continent; when they
could trace the fine delineations of the sculptor’s chisel, on
the beautiful statue, the mysterious hieroglyphic, and the unknown character, they began to believe that a wise, powerful,
intelligent and scientific race had inhabited this continent. 52
He says “there were ruins known to exist in Central America,
(the lands he says, I said belonged to Ephraim, &c. but I contend that it is North and South America both that includes the
promised land to the branches of Joseph) long before 1830,
true the ruins of the city of Ottolum was known; but Stevens
visited altogether 43. In a court yard in one, he found an enclosure made of stone, and inside of this enclosure was a stone
covered with Hieroglyphics. See Vol. II p. 121 and 2. Read page
147, B. Mormon and see what it tells you concerning a certain
stone, and the Book of Mormon was published in 1830, and
this stone, and city after city, that it spoke of and described
their situation, and who built them, when it came forth,—has
been discovered since by Mr. Stephens for the first time, for he
says “There they lay like the rock built city of Edom, unvisited,
unsought for, and utterly unknown.” I could refer the candid
reader (if my limits would permit) to numerous testimonies of
the kind. In Vol. II. p. 184, he gives a description of a place of
sacrifice, with Idols standing near it. In B. M. p. 511, we have
it recorded, that the Lamanites, took the Nephites prisoners,

52. “Ancient Records,” Times and Seasons, 1 May 1843, 185, emphasis added, accessed
9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3810.

Porter and Meldrum, Prophecies and Promises (Roper) • 41

•

•

•

and sacrificed both women and children to their Idol Gods.
If all this be the effect of chance, or guess work, it is guessing
mighty straight, is it not Mr. W.? y-e-s. But Mr. W. says “Mr.
Stephens gives it as his opinion, that there is nothing to indicate Egyptian or Hebrew origin, among these ruins.” Read
again Mr. W. Vol. II. page 296 and 347, deducing Egyptian
origin and concerning the embalming room. Then read Mr.
Norman’s travels in Central America in 1840, and see what he
says about it, before you expose your ignorance any more.53
We come now to inquire where has the seed of Joseph gone
to? If they had taken up their residence in any part of what
is technically called the old world would not history have
informed us of the fact? There is no place except North and
South America to which they could have gone, if the old world
furnishes no trace of them. The continent of America is the
only place where the prophecies concerning Joseph and his
seed could be fulfilled.54
The Book of Mormon informs us that Christ visited this continent after the resurrection, and we believe it, because it is in
perfect accordance with the glorious attributes of Jehovah. He
would never leave one half of the world in darkness on the subject of revelation, and then punish his creatures eternally for
not believing what they never heard. Let orthodox preachers
and believers in that doctrine make the most they can from
this statement.55
At the time that book was translated there was very little
known about ruined cities and dilapidated buildings. The
general presumption was, that no people possessing more

53. W. I. Appleby, Mormonism Consistent! Truth Vindicated, and Falsehood Exposed
and Refuted: Being a Reply to A. H. Wickersham (Wilmington, DE: Porter & Nafe,
1843), 17–18, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/
BOMP,3595.
54. George J. Adams, A Lecture on the Authenticity & Scriptural Character of the
Book of Mormon (Boston: J. E. Farwell, 1844), 17, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010,
http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3886.
55. Adams, Authenticity & Scriptural Character of the Book of Mormon, 22, emphasis
added.
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intelligence than our present race of Indians had ever inhabited this continent, and the accounts given in the Book
of Mormon concerning large cities and civilized people
having inhabited this land, was generally disbelieved and
pronounced a humbug. Priest, since then has thrown some
light on this interesting subject. Stephens in his “Incidents of
Travels in Central America,” has thrown a flood of testimony,
and from the following statements it is evident that the Book
of Mormon does not give a more extensive account of large
and populous cities than those discoveries now demonstrate
to be even in existence.56
As to the original inhabitants of the continent of America, the
Book of Mormon, backs up the description of immense “ruins” in Central America, dispels all doubt.57
For this reason we copy the foregoing eulogy on General
Joseph Smith, one of the greatest men that ever lived on the
earth; emphatically proved so, by being inspired by God to
bring forth the Book of Mormon, which gives the true history
of the natives of this continent; their ancient glory and cities:—
which cities have been discovered by Mr. Stevens in Central
America, exactly where the Book of Mormon left them.58

During the Prophet’s tenure as editor, writers for the Times and
Seasons used similar language to describe the evidence for the Book
of Mormon found throughout the Americas:
•

Babylon, Ninevah, nor any of the ruins of the Levant could
boast of more perfect sculpture, better architectural designs,
and more imperishable ruins, than what are found on this
continent. Stephens and Catherwood’s researches in Central
America abundantly testify of this thing. The stupendous ru-

56. “Ancient Ruins,” Times and Seasons, 1 January 1844, 390, emphasis added,
accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,4146.
57. “Ancient Ruins,” Times and Seasons, 15 December 1844, 746, emphasis added,
accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,4088.
58. Times and Seasons, 1 April 1845, 855, emphasis added, accessed 12 August 2010,
http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/NCMP1820-1846,9449.
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ins, the elegant sculpture, and the magnificence of the ruins of
Guatamala, and other cities, corroborate this statement, and
show that a great and mighty people—men of great minds,
clear intellect, bright genius, and comprehensive designs inhabited this continent. Their ruins speak of their greatness;
the Book of Mormon unfolds their history.59
Noah Webster’s 1828 dictionary defined a continent as “a great
extent of land, not disjoined or interrupted by a sea; a connected tract
of land of great extent; as the Eastern, and Western Continent. It differs
from an isle only in extent.” 60 Here, as defined in the language of Joseph
Smith’s day, we have the idea of two main continents—a new, western
or American continent and an old or eastern one. “Formerly two
continents were reckoned, the Old and the New; the former comprising
Europe, Asia, and Africa, which form one continuous mass of land;
the latter, North and South America, forming another.” 61 In their
discussions of the Book of Mormon, early writers also spoke in terms
of two main continents. Variants of this conception were common, as
can be seen from the following examples:
•
•

The Holy Bible professes to be a history of the peopling of the
old continent—the Golden Bible of the new continent.62
If Moses and the prophets, Christ and his apostles, were the
real authors of the bible, chiefly revealed and written on the
continent of Asia, was not the book of Mormon also written
by men who were divinely inspired by the Holy Spirit, on the
continent of America? And did not Jesus Christ as truly appear on the continent of America, after his resurrection, and

59. “American Antiquities,” Times and Seasons, 15 July1842, 860, emphasis added,
accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3419.
60. Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language (1828), s.v. “continent,” emphasis added.
61. Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “continent,” 5.a., emphasis added, accessed
23 September 2010, http://dictionary.oed.com/.
62. William Owen, “A Comparison between the Book of Mormon and the Scriptures
of the Old and New Testaments, or The Golden Bible vs. The Holy Bible,” Free Enquirer
(New York), 10 September 1831, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010, http://contentdm.
lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,399.
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choose twelve apostles to preach his gospel; and did he not
deliver his holy doctrine, and teach the same to numerous
multitudes on this American continent? 63
A history of the inhabitants who peopled this continent, previous to its being discovered to Europians by Columbus, must be
interesting to every man.64
My last letter was mainly confined to the book of Mormon,
which rarely fails to bring to my mind something about the
Indians, whose history and doings, upon this western continent, it unfolds as plainly, as the bible does those of the
Israelites on the eastern continent.—Having such a view before
me, I have concluded to add a second part to my last letter,
and give a few ideas concerning the Indians and Israelites.65
The bible was written by a people upon the Eastern continent,
but the Book of Mormon by a people upon this continent. 66
A nation whose “bones are dried” and whose ruined temples
and monuments have reposed for ages in silent, solemn, and
awful grandeur, has now spoken from the dust and revealed
to the world their history, and with it their prophecies and
their testimony of Jesus as the risen Messiah and the Saviour
of the world, not of Asia only, but of America also.67
[Speaking of the destruction mentioned in 3 Nephi] The Lord
of heaven could not allow sin on this continent in the char-

63. Eli Gilbert to Oliver Cowdery, 24 September 1834, Latter-day Saints’ Messenger
and Advocate (Kirtland, OH), October 1834, 10, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010,
http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,914.
64. Oliver Cowdery to W. W. Phelps, “Letter VII,” Latter-day Saints’ Messenger and
Advocate (Kirtland, OH), July 1835, 157, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010, http://
contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,1036.
65. W. W. Phelps to Oliver Cowdery, “Letter No. 11,” Latter-day Saints’ Messenger
and Advocate (Kirtland, OH), October 1835, 193, emphasis added, accessed 9 June 2010,
http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,1041.
66. E. Snow and Benjamin Winchester, “An Address to the Citizens of Salem (Mass.)
and Vicinity,” Times and Seasons, 15 November 1841, 582, emphasis added, accessed
2 July 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3033.
67. Parley P. Pratt, “A Letter to the Queen of England,” Times and Seasons,
15 November 1841, 594, emphasis added, accessed 2 July 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.
edu/u?/BOMP,3041.
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acter of the people, no more than he could on the Eastern
continent.68
The days are but few, thank the most high, before the Book of
Mormon will be ranked with the Bible, as one of the best of
heaven’s blessings: one the ecclesiastical history of the eastern
and the other of the western continent. 69

Porter and Meldrum’s confused and highly strained interpretations result from a failure to understand the meanings of the terms
discussed above. This is apparent in their discussion about the New
Jerusalem. In his abridgment of the book of Ether, the prophet Moroni
says that Ether prophesied of the latter days and the promises concerning the land:
And that it was the place of the New Jerusalem, which should
come down out of heaven, and the holy sanctuary of the Lord.
Behold, Ether saw the days of Christ, and he spake concerning
a New Jerusalem upon this land. And he spake also concerning the house of Israel, and the Jerusalem from whence Lehi
should come—after it should be destroyed it should be built
up again, a holy city unto the Lord; wherefore, it could not be
a new Jerusalem for it had been in a time of old; but it should
be built up again, and become a holy city of the Lord; and
it should be built unto the house of Israel. And that a New
Jerusalem should be built upon this land, unto the remnant
of the seed of Joseph, for which things there has been a type.
(Ether 13:3–6)
Moroni used the phrase “this land” in referring to the future city
of the New Jerusalem. Porter and Meldrum insist that “this surely
must indicate that the land where both Ether and Moroni were writing from must have been within the boundaries of the present day
nation of the United States of America, which is plainly understood to
68. John E. Page, “To a Disciple,” Morning Chronicle (Pittsburgh, PA), 1 July 1842,
emphasis added, accessed 2 July 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3233.
69. Page, “To a Disciple.”
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contain the New Jerusalem by revelation” (p. 56). In support of their
restrictive heartland view, they quote the Prophet Joseph Smith:
Now many will feel disposed to say, that this New Jerusalem
spoken of, is the Jerusalem that was built by the Jews on the
eastern continent: But you will see, from Revelations 21:2,
there was a New Jerusalem coming down from God out of
heaven, adorned as a bride for her husband; that after this, the
Revelator was caught away in the Spirit to a great and high
mountain, and saw the great and holy city descending out of
heaven from God. Now there are two cities spoken of here. As
everything cannot be had in so narrow a compass as a letter,
I shall say with brevity, that there is a New Jerusalem to be
established on this continent, and also the Jerusalem shall be
rebuilt on the eastern continent. (p. 55, emphasis added)
Porter and Meldrum then offer their interpretation:
The Prophet Joseph Smith here declares that “this land” shall
be the place of the New Jerusalem and adds that it is to be
“established on this continent.” Here the prophet links “this
continent” with the “very spot of land” for the New Jerusalem
indicating that it was not a hemispherical setting of which he
was thinking. Joseph knew where the New Jerusalem was to
be built, what “continent” and what “spot of land” that was
prophesied of in the Book of Mormon, and they are all within
the confines of North America and the Unites States. (p. 55)
This misreading of the Prophet’s words is striking. Clearly we are to
understand the phrase “this continent,” where the New Jerusalem is to
be established, in the same way that we understand the corollary, juxtaposed term “eastern continent,” where the old Jerusalem was built.
Taking the Prophet’s own words as a guide, one logically equates “this
continent” with “western continent,” which is consistent with the
early hemispheric interpretation of these promises. The Prophet employs similar usage in the 1842 Wentworth Letter:

Porter and Meldrum, Prophecies and Promises (Roper) • 47

This book also tells us that our Saviour made his appearance
upon this continent after his resurrection, that he planted the
gospel here in all its fulness, and richness, and power, and
blessing; that they had apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers
and evangelists; the same order, the same priesthood, the
same ordinances, gifts, powers, and blessing, as was enjoyed
on the eastern continent. 70
The most reasonable interpretation of the evidence is that the Prophet
referred to all the Americas when he spoke of “this continent.”
Porter and Meldrum further argue:
Even though in the early 1800s the American continent was
defined by Noah Webster’s dictionary to be all of North and
South America, later refinements divide North America from
South America as two distinct and separate continents. If a
North American geographic setting is applied, then Joseph’s
statement remains true both then and now, but if a South
American setting is used, then Joseph’s statement was true
only during his time, and is no longer true because Joseph was
never on the South American continent. (p. 93)
The logic of this statement escapes me. How do later refinements
have anything to do with how Joseph Smith used the word in his day,
and why would a later usage after the Prophet’s death make his earlier usage wrong? The English dictionary of Joseph Smith’s day suggests a broader usage. Joseph Smith’s own writings suggest a broader
usage. Latter-day Saints and non–Latter-day Saints read it broadly.
Subsequent prophets and apostles use the term similarly, but Porter
and Meldrum insist that “this land” and “this continent” can refer
only to the land of the United States and that to suggest that “this continent” might include the entire hemisphere with Central and South
America “would mean that either Joseph or Moroni made a mistake
70. Joseph Smith, “Church History,” Times and Seasons, 1 March 1842, 707–8,
accessed 25 October 2010, contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3453.
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in the description and the use of the demonstrative in pointing to
‘which’ continent” (p. 93).
“This Country”
In his 1842 letter to John Wentworth, the Prophet Joseph Smith
gave an account of Moroni’s visit in which the angel informed him
about the existence and location of the plates of the Book of Mormon.
In this account, the Prophet wrote:
I was also informed concerning the aboriginal inhabitants of
this country [America], and shown who they were, and from
whence they came; a brief sketch of their origin, progress,
civilization, laws, governments, of their righteousness and iniquity, and the blessings of God being finally withdrawn from
them as a people was [also] made known unto me. . . . The
remnant are the Indians that now inhabit this country. This
book also tells us that our Savior made his appearance upon
this continent after his resurrection, that he planted the gospel here in all its fulness, and richness, and power, and blessing; that they had apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers and
evangelists; the same order, the same priesthood, the same
ordinances, gifts, powers, and blessing, as was enjoyed on the
eastern continent.71
“It is important to note,” write Porter and Meldrum, “that the statements of Joseph contained in this letter boldly testify of his inspiration and the revelations on matters pertaining not only to the record
and the history of the people, but also the land where it took place”
(pp. 98–99). They continue:
The Prophet reveals in the above quote that the “remnant”
of the people in the Book of Mormon are the “Indians that
now inhabit this country,” [not all natives in the Western
Hemisphere]. The Prophet Joseph then continues with the
statement that “This book also tells us that our Savior made
His appearance upon this continent after His resurrection;
71. Smith, “Church History,” 707–8, emphasis added.
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that He planted the Gospel here.” . . . He states that the Savior
appeared on “this continent” as recorded in the Book of
Mormon. This should clearly indicate that the continent of
South America is not included. Central or Mesoamerica is
considered to be a part of the North American continent, but
not a part of Joseph’s “this country” which unmistakably refers to the area and “country” in which he lived. (pp. 100–101)
The authors’ conclusions are not grounded in historical context
and the usage of the time. They mistakenly assume that the words
“this continent” must by definition exclude South America, but those
words, as we have seen, do not exclude any portion of the Americas
but are consistent with the hemispheric view of the Book of Mormon
espoused by early Latter-day Saints. While the word country can
sometimes refer to a nation such as the United States, it could also
refer to “any tract of land, or inhabited land; any region, as distinguished from other regions.” 72 “This country” can be read in a broad
and generic sense, contrasting the land or region of the Americas
from the eastern land or region of Europe or the land or region of
Asia.73 That this is Joseph Smith’s meaning can be shown from the
Prophet’s writings and those of his close associates. In an article published in 1841, Parley P. Pratt, who was one of the earliest missionaries
to the Lamanites, described the American Indians of North, Central,
and South America as “Lamanites” inhabiting “a country of more than
seven thousand miles long, and two thousand broad, extending from
the frozen and scarcely explored regions of Hudson’s Bay on the north,
to the extremity of Cape Horn, or the southern end of South America,
and from the Atlantic to the Pacific, east and west.” 74 In July 1842,
72. Webster, American Dictionary of the English Language, s.v. “country.”
73. The Prophet speaks of those Native Americans who now inhabit this country. The
word now suggests that they may have previously lived elsewhere, so the statement about
“this country” does not necessarily tell us where in the land they may have lived before or
during Book of Mormon times.
74. “Present Condition and Prospects of the American Indians, or Lamanites,”
Latter-day Saints’ Millennial Star (Manchester, England), 2 July 1841, 41, emphasis
added, accessed 8 July 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,2697.
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while Joseph served as editor of the Times and Seasons, the terms “this
continent” and “this country” were used to include Central America:
If men, in their researches into the history of this country, in
noticing the mounds, fortifications, statues, architecture, implements of war, of husbandry, and ornaments of silver, brass,
&c.—were to examine the Book of Mormon, their conjectures
would be removed, and their opinions altered; uncertainty
and doubt would be changed into certainty and facts; and
they would find that those things that they are anxiously prying into were matters of history, unfolded in that book. They
would find their conjectures were more than realized—that a
great and a mighty people had inhabited this continent—that
the arts sciences and religion, had prevailed to a very great
extent, and that there was as great and mighty cities on this
continent as on the continent of Asia. Babylon, Ninevah, nor
any of the ruins of the Levant could boast of more perfect
sculpture, better architectural designs, and more imperishable ruins, than what are found on this continent. Stephens
and Catherwood’s researches in Central America abundantly
testify of this thing. The stupendous ruins, the elegant sculpture, and the magnificence of the ruins of Guatamala, and
other cities, corroborate this statement, and show that a great
and mighty people—men of great minds, clear intellect, bright
genius, and comprehensive designs inhabited this continent.
Their ruins speak of their greatness; the Book of Mormon unfolds their history.75
In a letter written on 16 November 1841, thanking John Bernhisel for
sending him a copy of Stephens and Catherwood’s Incidents of Travel
in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatan, the Prophet said that “of
all histories that have been written pertaining to the antiquities of
75. “American Antiquities,” Times and Seasons, 15 July 1842, 860, emphasis added,
accessed 8 July 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/BOMP,3419.
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this country it is the most correct luminous & comprihensive.” 76 Here
again, the use of “this country” to include Central America in connection with the Book of Mormon is unmistakable. This was just months
before the Prophet wrote his letter to John Wentworth. So when he
speaks of “the aboriginal inhabitants of this country” and the Indians
“that now inhabit this country,” there can be little doubt that he and
others were thinking in terms of all the Americas and not only the
United States.
Has Book of Mormon Geography Been Revealed?
We have seen that phrases such as “this land,” “this continent,”
and “this country” as used by Joseph Smith and his contemporaries
lend no support for the limited North American “heartland” interpretation of Book of Mormon geography. Do other teachings of Joseph
Smith provide evidence for that view? Porter and Meldrum think so,
but as we will see, the examples they offer as support turn out to be
nonexamples.
The Wentworth Letter
We have already cited the 1842 Wentworth letter, which, according to Porter and Meldrum, shows that Joseph Smith’s knowledge of
Book of Mormon history was extensive. “Joseph Smith knew and was
shown, as he testifies, who exactly the Book of Mormon people were,
where they came from, their origins, how they and their civilization
progressed. He also knew them so intimately as to understand their
very laws and governmental system, as he recorded in the Wentworth
Letter and as recorded by his mother” (p. 101). There is no doubt that
the Lord revealed many things to the Prophet Joseph Smith, but at
issue here is whether those things included the details of Book of
Mormon geography.
As quoted earlier, in the Wentworth Letter, Joseph wrote:
76. Joseph Smith to John Bernhisel, 16 November 1841, in Jessee, Personal Writings
of Joseph Smith, 533.
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I was also informed concerning the aboriginal inhabitants of
this country [America], and shown who they were, and from
whence they came; a brief sketch of their origin, progress,
civilization, laws, governments, of their righteousness and iniquity, and the blessings of God being finally withdrawn from
them as a people was [also] made known unto me.77
Joseph stated that the angel gave him “a brief sketch” of these matters,
not a long and detailed one that would give him an intimate knowledge of the intricacies of the Book of Mormon or its geography. In
fact, all the things he describes are discussed in more detail in the
record itself. The Book of Mormon speaks of the Israelite heritage of
pre-Columbian peoples; tells where Lehi and his family came from;
describes their journey from Jerusalem to America; details aspects
of their growth, progress, civilization, laws, and governments under
their kings and judges; records their fall from righteousness; and foretells the destiny of their descendant peoples. Significantly, of all the
things that the Prophet said that Moroni revealed to him, the geography of the Book of Mormon narrative was not one of them.
In a recollection first recorded in 1845, the Prophet’s mother described family activities between the time Moroni first appeared in
1823 and the time when Joseph obtained the plates:
During our evening conversations, Joseph would occasionally give us some of the most amusing recitals that could be
imagined. He would describe the ancient inhabitants of this
continent, their dress, mode of traveling, and the animals
upon which they rode; their cities, their buildings, with every particular; their mode of warfare; and also their religious
worship. This he would do with as much ease, seemingly, as if
he had spent his whole life among them.78
Mother Smith recalled Joseph discussing the ancient inhabitants
of the Americas, how some of them dressed and traveled, their ani77. Smith, “Church History,” 707.
78. Lucy Mack Smith, History of Joseph Smith, by His Mother, Lucy Mack Smith, ed.
Preston Nibley (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1958), 83.

Porter and Meldrum, Prophecies and Promises (Roper) • 53

mals, their cities, their buildings, their mode of warfare, and their religious worship. Yet, as with the Wentworth Letter, there is no mention
of geography in Lucy’s description. This would lead one to conclude
that of those things revealed to the Prophet, geography was not one
of them.
A Newspaper Account
On 2 February 1833, the American Revivalist and Rochester
Observer published part of a letter written by Joseph Smith that spoke
of the Book of Mormon:
The Book of Mormon is a record of the forefathers of our
western tribes of Indians; having been found through the
ministration of an holy Angel, translated into our own language by the gift and power of God, after having been hid
up in the earth for the last fourteen hundred years, containing the word of God which was delivered unto them. By it,
we learn, that our western tribes of Indians, are descendants
from that Joseph that was sold into Egypt, and that the land
of America is a promised land unto them, and unto it, all the
tribes of Israel will come, with as many of the gentiles as shall
comply with the requisitions of the new covenant.79
In reference to this account, Porter and Meldrum contend that “it
cannot be claimed that Joseph had no knowledge about geography
or that he never claimed any inspiration on the matter as has been
done by many who support a setting contrary to the words of Joseph
Smith” (p. 104). However, the Prophet said nothing in his letter about
the ancient geographical setting of the Book of Mormon narrative. He
spoke, rather, of the “land of America” (not the United States alone).
He also referred to the American “Indians” a term that we have already seen was used in Joseph Smith’s day to refer to any Americans
of Pre-Columbian descent. He spoke generally of the western tribes of
Indians (most Indians at the time lived west of Rochester, New York).
79. Joseph Smith, “Mormonism,” American Revivalist and Rochester Observer
(Rochester, NY), 2 February 1833, accessed 8 July 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/
BOMP,690.
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He did not say that some Indians are descendants of Book of Mormon
peoples and other are not.
Joseph Smith’s 1835 Account of Moroni’s Visit
Next Porter and Meldrum cite a statement from the Prophet
Joseph Smith in which he gave an account of the visit of Moroni:
He told me of a sacred record which was written on plates of
gold, I saw in the vision the place where they were deposited,
he said the indians, were the literal descendants of Abraham
he explained many things of the prophesies to me.80
According to Porter and Meldrum, “Joseph Smith was given, by revelation
from a messenger of God (Moroni), the knowledge that the American
Indians are the actual descendants of the house of Israel through
Abraham. There are a number of documented occurrences of the prophet
Joseph claiming to have had revelation on this matter, and each time he
clearly indicated that the Native Americans in North America are the literal descendants, or ‘remnant’, of the Book of Mormon history” (p. 104).
Latter-day Saints have always believed that Abraham and Israel
and Lehi were among the ancestors of Native American peoples. There
is no support, however, for the authors’ claim that the Lord revealed
to Joseph Smith that the Native Americans of North America are the
prophesied remnant while those of Central or South America are not.
Latter-day Saint prophets and apostles have consistently taught that
all Native American peoples are heirs to the promises spoken of in
the Book of Mormon.81 Nor does the Prophet’s letter reveal a detailed
knowledge of Book of Mormon geography.
Early Interactions with Native Americans
On 12 August 1841, a group of Sac and Fox Indians visited Nauvoo.
As reported in the History of the Church, the Prophet Joseph Smith
treated them with respect and gave them counsel.
80. Joseph Smith Journal, 9 November 1835, in The Joseph Smith Papers: Journals,
Volume 1, 1832–1839, ed. Dean C. Jessee, Mark Ashurst-McGee, and Richard L. Jensen
(Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 2008), 88–89.
81. See my discussion in “Losing the Remnant,” in this issue of the Review.
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I conducted them to the meeting grounds in the grove, and
instructed them in many things which the Lord had revealed
unto me concerning their fathers, and the promises that
were made concerning them in the Book of Mormon. I advised them to cease killing each other and warring with other
tribes; also to keep peace with the whites; all of which was
interpreted to them.82
Porter and Meldrum argue that this account shows that the Prophet
knew by revelation that these Indians were Lamanites and by implication that other groups were not (pp. 114–15). However, acknowledging
the prophetic ancestry of these visitors, Joseph Smith did not exclude
others. He spoke of what the Lord had revealed to him concerning the promises made to the fathers concerning them in the Book
of Mormon. He also gave them counsel that is found in the Book of
Mormon—that they should live peacefully (Mormon 7:4). Nothing in
this passage quoted above suggests that the Prophet spoke of anything
other than what the Lord had revealed through the Book of Mormon
itself. And, again, the account says nothing of Book of Mormon geography or a revelation on that subject.
On 22 and 23 May 1844, Joseph Smith was visited by a group of
Sac and Fox Indians who were living in Iowa. He told them that the
Great spirit wants you to be united and live in peace. Found a
book (presenting the Book of Mormon) which told me about
your fathers and Great spirit told me. You must send to all the
tribes you can and tell them to live in peace and when any of
our people come to see you treat them as we treat you.83
Porter and Meldrum argue that Joseph’s words to this group of Indians
show that the Book of Mormon promises and teachings could not
also have reference to Native American peoples of Central and South
America since “just days before his martyrdom, the Prophet repeated
82. History of the Church, 4:401.
83. Joseph Smith Journal, 23 May 1844, in Scott H. Faulring, An American Prophet’s
Record: The Diaries and Journals of Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1989),
482.
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again his understanding in relation to who the remnant Lamanites
were” (p. 114). But Joseph’s language is not exclusive. He did not claim
that these visitors were Lehite and other groups were not. It is also
worth noting again that this reference says nothing about Book of
Mormon geography or any revelation not already made clear in the
Book of Mormon.
Zarahemla
In March 1841, in a revelation now known as section 125 of the
Doctrine and Covenants, the Lord counseled the Saints in Iowa to
gather at several appointed locations:
What is the will of the Lord concerning the saints in the
Territory of Iowa? Verily, thus saith the Lord, I say unto you,
if those who call themselves by my name and are essaying to
be my saints, if they will do my will and keep my commandments concerning them, let them gather themselves together
unto the places which I shall appoint unto them by my servant Joseph, and build up cities unto my name, that they may
be prepared for that which is in store for a time to come. Let
them build up a city unto my name upon the land opposite
the city of Nauvoo, and let the name of Zarahemla be named
upon it. And let all those who come from the east, and the
west, and the north, and the south, that have desires to dwell
therein, take up their inheritance in the same, as well as in the
city of Nashville, or in the city of Nauvoo, and in all the stakes
which I have appointed, saith the Lord. (D&C 125:1–4)
Porter and Meldrum use this revelation to support their theory
about the location of the ancient Zarahemla. Noting that the Book
of Mormon speaks of the New Jerusalem as geographically distinct
from Jerusalem (Ether 13:5), they argue that since the Lord called the
Iowa settlement “Zarahemla” in revelation, it must be the same location mentioned in the Book of Mormon; otherwise, the Lord would
have called the Iowa site “New Zarahemla” rather than “Zarahemla”
to clarify the difference in location. “There is no indication that He
named it for any other purpose than to establish an understanding
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of where the ancient city may have stood” (p. 111). Really? The name
Zion, besides referring to the Lord’s people (Moses 7:18), can refer
to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem (1 Kings 8:1); the City of Enoch
(Moses 7:19, 63); Jackson County, Missouri (D&C 66:6); or the city
to be built there (D&C 57:2). Each is a different geographical location
named “Zion” by the Lord; none is called “New Zion.”
More important, Porter and Meldrum’s theory rests upon the assumption that it was the Lord who first designated the Iowa gathering site as Zarahemla. This, however, is not the case. On 2 July 1839,
Joseph Smith and other church leaders visited the site in question. The
entry published in the History of the Church reads as follows:
Spent the forenoon of this day on the Iowa side of the river.
Went, in company with Elders Sidney Rigdon, Hyrum Smith,
and Bishops Whitney and Knight, and others, to visit a purchase lately made by Bishop Knight as a location for a town,
and advised that a town be built there, and called Zarahemla.84
The last three words of this entry, “and called Zarahemla,” were
not written by Joseph Smith but were written into the “Manuscript
History of Joseph Smith” by Elder Willard Richards when he recorded
the history for that date sometime after the Prophet’s death in 1844.85
However, referring to the settlement as “Zarahemla” before the March
1841 revelation is consistent with other historical evidence showing
that the Saints already referred to the site by that name. Brigham
Young, who began keeping a regular journal in early 1839, recorded
that on 2 July 1839 “Brothers Joseph, Hyrum and others came over the
river to Montrose, and went out on the prairie and looked out the sight
for a city for the Saints, which was called Zarahemla.” 86 Elias Smith,
84. History of the Church, 3:382, emphasis added.
85. “Manuscript History of Joseph Smith,” 2 July 1839, Church History Library,
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City. See also History of the
Church, 3:382, emphasis added; Dean C. Jessee, “The Writing of Joseph Smith’s History,”
BYU Studies 11/4 (Summer 1971): 439–73; and Howard C. Searle, “Willard Richards as
Historian,” BYU Studies 31/2 (Spring 1991): 41–62.
86. Manuscript History of Brigham Young: 1801–1844, ed. Elden J. Watson (Salt Lake
City: Smith Secretarial Service, 1968), 2 July 1839, emphasis added.
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a cousin of Joseph Smith, recorded in his journal for 24 June 1839
the following: “Moved from Commerce to Lee County, Iowa Territory,
and went on the farm bought of F. P. Blevins.” 87 In his journal for
16 August 1840, he recorded the death of the Prophet’s brother Don
Carlos and noted that there was a “Conference at Zarahemla” on that
day. 88 These early references to the name of the Iowa settlement previous to March 1841 indicate that the Saints referred to it as Zarahemla
long before the revelation in question. There is no indication in these
early sources that this designation was based upon revelation or even
that it was Joseph Smith’s idea. This evidence suggests, rather, that the
name did not originate with the March 1841 revelation and that the
Lord was referencing a location already known among the Saints by
that name. The purpose of the revelation was most likely to counsel the
Saints to gather at the appointed place and not, as the authors suggest,
to reveal the ancient location of a Book of Mormon city. The Saints did
what they would often do—name places they lived after places mentioned in the Bible and the Book of Mormon. There is no compelling
reason to associate the Iowa settlement with ancient Zarahemla.
Manti
Porter and Meldrum claim that Joseph Smith declared the ancient Book of Mormon city of Manti to be located near Huntsville,
Randolph County, Missouri. They cite two documents as support. The
first is an entry from the journal of Samuel D. Tyler, a Latter-day Saint
who traveled with the Kirtland Camp to Missouri in 1838. 89 The second is an excerpt from the Manuscript History of the Church.90 Based
upon these two references, the authors claim, “The Prophet Joseph, according to these diary accounts, revealed where the Book of Mormon
87. Elias Smith Journal, 24 June 1839, Church History Library, The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City.
88. Elias Smith Journal, 16 August 1840, emphasis added.
89. The Kirtland Camp refers to a group of Kirtland Saints who traveled to Missouri
in 1838 and should not be confused with the 1834 Zion’s Camp.
90. The authors’ discussion here appears to be entirely dependent upon the 1938
article by Joseph Fielding Smith in the Church News, 10 September 1938, which was later
reprinted in Doctrines and Salvation: Sermons and Writings of Joseph Fielding Smith, ed.
Bruce R. McConkie (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1956), 3:239.
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city of Manti was located” (p. 110). Tyler’s journal for 25 September
1838 reads as follows:
We passed thro Huntsville, Co. seat Randolph Co. Pop. 450
& three miles further we bought 32 bu. of corn of one of the
brethren who resides in this place (66) There are several of the
brethren round about here & this is the ancient site of the City
of Manti, which is spoken of in the Book of Mormon & this is
appointed one of the Stakes of Zion and it is in Randolph Co.
Mo. 3 miles west of the Co. seat.91
Contrary to the authors’ belief, there is no evidence that Tyler was reporting something he heard Joseph Smith say to the Kirtland Camp.
In fact, the Prophet was not even present at the time. He did not travel
with the Kirtland Camp from Ohio to Missouri but was already living
in Far West, several counties away. 92 Tyler never explains where he
heard this information, nor does he attribute the ideas about the city
Manti to Joseph Smith or a revelation on Book of Mormon geography.
What was the source of this local hearsay? Was it based upon something Joseph Smith said, or does it reflect speculation among the local
brethren? How accurately was it reported? The Tyler journal does not
provide answers for these questions.
The second source the authors cite as evidence that ancient Manti
was in Missouri is the Manuscript History of the Church. The relevant
entry, for 25 September 1838, reads as follows:
The camp passed through Huntsville in Randolph County
which has been appointed as one of the stakes of Zion, and
is the ancient site of the City of Manti and pitched tents at
Dark Creek, Salt Licks, seventeen miles. It was reported to the
camp that one hundred and ten men had volunteered from
Randolph and gone to Far West to settle difficulties.93
91. Journal of Samuel D. Tyler, 25 September 1838, MS 1761, Church History Library,
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, emphasis added.
92. Joseph Smith Journal, 25 September 1838, in Jessee, Ashurst-McGee, and Jensen,
Joseph Smith Papers, 1:329.
93. “Manuscript History of Joseph Smith,” 25 September 1838, 829.
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This second source, however, is not a contemporary journal written
by the Prophet or by anyone else in the Kirtland Camp in 1838; it
was actually written by Willard Richards after the Prophet’s death.
Comparative evidence suggests that Richards’s entry was based upon
the Tyler journal entry.
Tyler Journal,
25 September 1838

Manuscript History, 1843?

We passed thro Huntsville, Co. The camp passed through Hunts
seat Randolph Co. Pop. 450 & ville in Randolph County which
three miles further we bought 32 has been appointed as one of
bu. of corn of one of the brethren the stakes of Zion, and is the
who resides in this place (66) ancient site of the City of Manti
There are several of the brethren and pitched tents at Dark Creek,
round about here & this is the Salt Licks, seventeen miles. It
ancient site of the City of Manti, was reported to the camp that
which is spoken of in the Book one hundred and ten men had
of Mormon & this is appointed volunteered from Randolph
one of the Stakes of Zion & it is in and gone to Far West to settle
Randolph Co. Mo. 3 miles west difficulties.
of the Co. seat. We progressed
on 3 miles further to Dark Creek,
Salt Licks, & pitched. . . . 17 miles.
733 + 17 = 750 Miles. . . . We hear
that 110 men have volunteered to
save being drafted & have gone
from this Co. to Far West to settle
some disturbances between the
Missourians & Mormons &
that they are collecting forces
from many other Co’s to settle
perhaps they know not what
themselves.
When this portion of the history was first published in the
Millennial Star in 1854, the entry read essentially the same as it did
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in Richards’s handwritten manuscript.94 However, when church
historian Andrew Jenson prepared it for publication in the Historical
Record in 1888, he incorrectly assumed that the Prophet Joseph Smith
was the source of this information. Consequently, Jenson inserted the
words “which the Prophet said” immediately before the part of the
sentence about Manti, making it read “which the Prophet said was the
ancient site of the city of Manti.” 95
Fortunately, there is another source, not cited by the authors, that
sheds light upon the question. Elias Smith, a cousin to Joseph Smith,
also kept a contemporary journal of the travels and activities of the
Kirtland Camp. On this same day, 25 September 1838, he recorded
the following:
We came through Huntsville the county seat of Randolph
where we were told before we arrived there we should be
stopped but saw nothing of the kind when we came through
the town and heard no threats whatever, but all appeared
friendly. 1ö miles west of Huntsville we crossed the east
branch of Chariton and 1ö miles west of the river we found
Ira Ames and some other brethren near the place where the
city of Manti is to be built and encamped for the night on Dark
creek 6 miles from Huntsville.96
Elias Smith did not equate the land near Huntsville, Missouri, with
the ancient location of Manti, but he indicated that this was the place
where a future settlement named after the ancient one was “to be
built.” In light of the above, it would appear that the Missouri Saints in
1838 initially anticipated the establishment of a future settlement and
stake of Zion in the region, much as they did later with the Zarahemla
settlement in Iowa. Neither the Samuel Tyler nor Elias Smith journals,
94. “History of Joseph Smith,” Millennial Star, 13 May 1854, 296. This is the source
cited by Joseph Fielding Smith.
95. “Kirtland Camp,” The Historical Record, July 1888, 601.
96. Elias Smith, “Journal of the camp of the Seventies during their journey from
Kirtland to Far West,” 25 September 1838, MS 4952, folder 2, Church History Library,
emphasis added.
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however, attribute these plans to any prophetic revelation on ancient
Book of Mormon geography.
When church historian B. H. Roberts was preparing the History of
the Church for publication, he reviewed original sources upon which
the Manuscript History was based and revised parts of the narrative
accordingly. Although it was apparently unavailable to earlier historians who wrote the Manuscript History, Roberts utilized the Elias Smith
account instead of the portion of the Manuscript History based upon
the Tyler journal. The entry for 25 September 1838, as first published in
1905 and all subsequent editions of the History of the Church, says that
the village of Huntsville, Missouri, was “near the place where the city of
Manti is to be built.”97 Any attribution to the Prophet Joseph Smith or to
Huntsville being the location of the ancient site was removed. Church
leaders apparently felt that the words “the place where the city of Manti
is to be built”—rather than “the ancient site of the city of Manti”—more
accurately reflected what was said.98 In any case, there is no authoritative link between Huntsville, Missouri, and the site of ancient Manti (or
any other location mentioned in the Book of Mormon).
Zelph and the Question of Book of Mormon Geography
In support of their argument for a revealed Book of Mormon geography limited to North America, Porter and Meldrum cite the wellknown passage on Zelph in the current edition of the History of the
Church:
The visions of the past being opened to my understanding by
the Spirit of the Almighty, I discovered that the person whose
skeleton was before us was a white Lamanite, a large, thick-set
man, and a man of God. His name was Zelph. He was a warrior and chieftain under the great prophet Onandagus, who
was known from the hill Cumorah or eastern sea to the Rocky
mountains. The curse was taken from Zelph, or, at least, in
part—one of his thigh bones was broken by a stone flung from
97. History of the Church, 3:144.
98. Lamar C. Berrett, ed., Sacred Places: A Comprehensive Guide to Early LDS
Historical Sites: Missouri (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2004), 521.
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a sling, while in battle, years before his death. He was killed in
battle by the arrow found among his ribs, during the last great
struggle of the Lamanites and Nephites.99
Porter and Meldrum contend that upon the discovery of Zelph’s
remains the Lord revealed to the Prophet Joseph Smith “important
facts that pertain to the geographical setting of the Book of Mormon”
(p. 105) and that “Joseph received a revelation from God and a vision
of the past” not only about Zelph but also about “precisely where particular events of the Book of Mormon took place” (p. 106). If Zelph or
Onandagus was “known from ‘the Hill Cumorah or eastern sea to the
Rocky Mountains’ ” (p. 106), then the hill where the Nephites and the
Jaredites had their final battles was in New York, not Mesoamerica. The
reference to the last great struggle with the Lamanites and Nephites
“would exclude Mesoamerica” (pp. 106–7). Based upon this information, the authors conclude that “the Lord, through Joseph, could not
have been any clearer that this very mound was within the boundaries
of the Book of Mormon lands” (p. 107).
The evidence cited, however, is highly problematic. First, church
leaders have advised caution about drawing unwarranted conclusions
from the Zelph account. Elder John A. Widtsoe was familiar with
the Zelph story but cautioned, “This is not of much value in Book of
Mormon geographical studies, since Zelph probably dated from a later
time when Nephites and Lamanites had been somewhat dispersed and
had wandered over the country.” 100 Second, the wording in the current
edition of the History of the Church, which the authors cite, varies significantly from that of the first edition, published in 1904:
The visions of the past being opened to my understanding by
the Spirit of the Almighty, I discovered that the person whose
skeleton we had seen was a white Lamanite, a large thickset man, and a man of God. His name was Zelph. He was a
warrior and chieftain under the great prophet Onandagus,
99. History of the Church, 2nd ed. rev. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1976), 2:79–80.
100. John A. Widtsoe, “Is Book of Mormon Geography Known?,” Improvement Era,
July 1950, 547.
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who was known from the eastern sea to the rocky mountains.
The curse was taken from Zelph, or, at least, in part—one
of his thigh bones was broken by a stone flung from a sling,
while in battle, years before his death. He was killed in battle
by the arrow found among his ribs, during a great struggle
with the Lamanites.101
In the 1950s Fletcher Hammond noted the variation between the
1904 edition and the second edition, published in 1948. In an attempt
to determine the original reading, Hammond sought and obtained
permission to examine the original Manuscript History of the Church.
Preston Nibley, assistant Church historian, and I, on August
29, 1957, carefully examined a microfilm copy of the original
pen-and-ink entry of the Zelph incident in the Prophet’s journal, and Brother Nibley has authorized me to say that the 1904
edition of the Documentary History of the Church, Vol. II at
pages 79 and 80 correctly reports the “Zelph” incident; and
that that part of the [1948] edition of the same history which
differs from it is erroneous. That is to say that the Prophet
Joseph did not say: “Onandagus who was known from the hill
Cumorah, or, eastern sea to the Rocky Mountains;” but he did
say: “Onandagus, who was known from the eastern sea to the
Rocky Mountains”; he did not say Zelph was killed “during
the last great struggle of the Lamanites and the Nephites”; but
he did say Zelph was killed [“]in a battle . . . during a great
struggle with the Lamanites.” 102
How did the additional wording get into the published History of
the Church? In order to answer this question, it helps to know something about the primary sources upon which the Manuscript History
was based, something that is strikingly missing from Porter and
Meldrum’s book and public presentation.
101. History of the Church (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1904), 79–80.
102. Hammond, Geography of the Book of Mormon, 102–3. This was actually the
Manuscript History, not the Prophet’s journal.
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The primary study of the Zelph episode was published in BYU
Studies by Latter-day Saint historian Kenneth Godfrey in 1989. 103
Godfrey collected and reprinted each of the six primary sources on
Zelph as well as Joseph Smith’s 1834 letter to his wife Emma mentioning the “plains of the Nephites.” He then analyzed each account of the
episode as well as the background behind the entry in the published
History of the Church. Godfrey stated:
These records are generally consistent with one another, but
they leave a number of details in doubt. Who was Zelph?
Was he a Nephite or a Lamanite? When did he die? What
army was he in? . . . . The answers to these questions cannot
be given with certainty from the complex historical sources
that resulted from this event. While this means that Book of
Mormon scholars must remain tentative in drawing implications from this notable incident, it does not diminish the fact
that Joseph was moved by the spirit of revelation to speak about
Zelph and his noble past in connection with Book of Mormon
peoples or their descendants.104
Godfrey showed that the Prophet Joseph himself did not record the
incident, and so we are dependent upon the accounts of six other
members of Zion’s Camp who were present during or near the time
of the event. When these accounts are analyzed, it becomes clear that
the Prophet received revelation about an individual named Zelph, but
it is unclear what, if any, relationship Zelph and his activities may have
had to the events and the geography of the Book of Mormon narrative.
A main source for the Zelph story was Wilford Woodruff’s journal. In 1834 Woodruff was a recent convert who traveled with Zion’s
Camp. He recorded information about Zelph, some of which was later
used by Willard Richards to write the Manuscript History. Woodruff
103. Kenneth W. Godfrey, “The Zelph Story,” BYU Studies 29/2 (1989): 31–56. See also
Kenneth W. Godfrey, “What Is the Significance of Zelph in the Study of Book of Mormon
Geography?” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 8/2 (1999): 70–79.
104. Godfrey, “Zelph Story,” 33, emphasis added.
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apparently did not write down his account of the event until several
weeks later, perhaps after the camp’s arrival in Missouri. He recorded:
While on our travels we visited many of the mounds which
were flung up by the ancient inhabitants of this continent
probably by the Nephites & Lamanites. We visited one of
those Mounds and several of the brethren dug into it and took
from it the bones of a man. . . . Brother Joseph had a vission
respecting the person. He said he was a white Lamanite. The
curs was taken from him or at least in part. He was killed in
battle with an arrow. The arrow was found among his ribs.
One of his thigh bones was broken. This was done by a stone
flung from a sling in battle years before his death. His name
was Zelph. Some of his bones were brought into the Camp
and the thigh bone which was broken was put into my waggon and I carried it to Missouri. Zelph was a large thick set
man and a man of God. He was a warrior under the great
prophet /Onandagus/ that was known from the hill Camorah
/or east sea/ to the Rocky mountains. The above knowledge
Joseph receieved in a vision.105
Woodruff’s account, when examined against the other five accounts,
raises questions in relation to what may have been revealed at the time
about Book of Mormon geography. William Hamblin observes:
Woodruff’s statement about Joseph mentioning Cumorah in
the Zelph incident is unique among the six near-contemporary accounts, indicating that Joseph himself probably did not
use the term, which was, rather, an interpolation of Woodruff.
The question thus becomes, did Joseph himself originally use
the word Cumorah as recorded by Woodruff’s “known from
the hill Camorah [sic] to the Rocky Mountains,” or did he say
“known from the Atlantic to the Rocky Mountains,” as recorded by McBride? None of the other accounts mentions ei105. Wilford Woodruff’s Journal, ed. Scott G. Kenney (Midvale, UT: Signature Books,
1983), 1:10.
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ther the Hill Cumorah or the Atlantic Ocean. Woodruff himself shows ambiguity on this point by inserting the phrase “or
east sea” in his text. If Joseph had used the word Cumorah,
we would expect it to appear in more of the early accounts
of the incident. That the word Cumorah does not appear in
other accounts demonstrates that the reference to Cumorah
is probably Woodruff’s interpretation of what Joseph was saying, but not Joseph’s actual word.106
This view that the geographical references may not reflect what the
Prophet said finds further support in the fact that the wording about
the hill Cumorah mentioned only by Woodruff was first written and
then very clearly crossed out in the Manuscript History account of the
incident. Godfrey explains:
In 1842 Willard Richards, then church historian, was assigned the task of compiling a large number of documents
and producing a history of the church from them. He worked
on this material between 21 December 1842 and 27 March
1843. Richards, who had not joined the church until 1836,
relied on the writings or recollections of Heber C. Kimball,
Wilford Woodruff, and perhaps others for his information
regarding the discovery of Zelph. Blending the sources available to him, and perhaps using oral accounts from some of
the members of Zion’s Camp, but writing as if he were Joseph
Smith, historian Richards drafted the story of Zelph as it appears in the “Manuscript History of the Church, Book A-1.”
With respect to points relative to Book of Mormon geography,
Richards wrote that “Zelph was a white Lamanite, a man of
God who was a warrior and chieftain under the great prophet
Onandagus who was known from the [hill Cumorah is crossed
out in the manuscript] eastern Sea, to the Rocky Mountains.
He was killed in battle, by the arrow found among his ribs,
during a [last crossed out] great struggle with the Lamanites”
[and Nephites crossed out].
106. Hamblin, “Apologist for the Critics,” 477.
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Following the death of Joseph Smith, the Times and
Seasons published serially the “History of Joseph Smith.”
When the story of finding Zelph appeared in the 1 January
1846 issue, most of the words crossed out in the Richards
manuscript were, for some unknown reason, included, along
with the point that the prophet’s name was Omandagus. The
reference to the hill Cumorah from the unemended Wilford
Woodruff journal was still included in the narrative, as was
the phrase “during the last great struggle of the Lamanites
and Nephites.”
The 1904 first edition of the seven-volume History of the
Church, edited by B. H. Roberts, repeats the manuscript version of Richards’s account. However, in 1948, after Joseph
Fielding Smith had become church historian, explicit references to the hill Cumorah and the Nephites were reintroduced. That phrasing has continued to the present in all
reprintings.107
In an article published in 1995, Latter-day Saint historian Donald
Cannon reviewed each of the primary sources relating to the Zelph
story. Oddly, Cannon did not address the emendations in the Woodruff
journal passage, its influence on the text of the Manuscript History entry, and the subsequent changes in the published History of the Church,
all of which have direct bearing on the question of what Joseph Smith
may or may not have known about Book of Mormon geography.108
Cannon emphasized the reliability of each of the primary witnesses
who recorded the event and the general consistency of their testimony,
factors that were never disputed by Godfrey. Cannon’s evaluation of the
sources, though brief and less complete, essentially mirrored Godfrey’s
and did not dispute the basic historical facts. He concluded, “The journal accounts of Joseph Smith’s activities and his letter indicate that he
believed that Book of Mormon history, or at least a part of it, transpired
107. Godfrey, “What Is the Significance of Zelph?,” 74–75.
108. Donald Q. Cannon, “Zelph Revisited,” in Regional Studies in Latter-day Saint
Church History: Illinois, ed. H. Dean Garrett (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University,
1995), 97–111.
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in North America.” He also cautioned that “we not reject the story of
Zelph and its relationship to Book of Mormon geography.”109 The question, however, was not what Joseph Smith and others believed, but which,
if any, of these geographical views were based upon revelation. Cannon
did not find that the historical sources regarding Zelph supported a limited North American setting, nor did he argue against a Mesoamerican
setting for some Book of Mormon events, but he expressed hope that
LDS scholars would “further investigate the connections between
Central America and North America.”110 In a 1999 follow-up article to
his earlier study, and responding in part to Cannon’s unfounded claim
that he had discredited what Joseph Smith said or “sought to discredit
the Zelph Story,”111 Godfrey summarized his earlier findings, concluding, “I agree with historian Don Cannon that ‘we not reject the story of
Zelph and its relationship to Book of Mormon geography;’ rather, we
should be aware of how the story came to us as well as how it became a
part of the history of the church.”112 That background suggests that the
Zelph story neither refutes nor supports the idea of a Mesoamerican
setting for the Book of Mormon.
“Plains of the Nephites”
In June 1834, the Prophet dictated a letter to Emma that mentioned experiences of his journey from Ohio to Missouri with Zion’s
Camp. He spoke of “wandering over the plains of the Nephites, recounting occasionaly the history of the Book of Mormon, roving over
the mounds of that once beloved people of the Lord, picking up their
skulls & their bones, as proof of its divine authenticity.” 113 I think it
likely that Joseph Smith alluded to the Zelph episode in this letter,
although he did not mention the warrior by name, his vision, or the
details of what he may have learned through revelation. It is clear that
he associated the mounds and bones encountered during the journey
109. Cannon, “Zelph Revisited,” 108–9.
110. Cannon, “Zelph Revisited,” 109.
111. Cannon, “Zelph Revisited,” 108, 111 n. 20. He offers no evidence for this claim.
112. Godfrey, “Significance of Zelph,” 77.
113. Joseph Smith to Emma Smith, 4 June 1834, in Jessee, Personal Writings of Joseph
Smith, 345–46.
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with the remains of Nephites. It is unclear, however, what geographical information this statement might convey about Mormon’s narrative, since “plains of the Nephites” is not a geographical designation in the Book of Mormon. The Book of Mormon indicates that
many Nephites and Lamanites migrated from the land with which
the Book of Mormon is concerned to other regions (Alma 63:4–9;
Helaman 3:3–16). Even those who migrated northward were eventually “hunted, and driven forth” and “scattered upon the face of the
earth” (Helaman 3:16). We are left to wonder if Zelph died in battle
defending Mormon’s people in the late fourth century ad or if he perished defending a group of people who had previously migrated to
parts of North America during or after Book of Mormon times. In
any event, Joseph Smith’s reference to the mounds, plains, and bones
of the Nephites does not specify where in the Americas the events
described by Mormon took place.
Joseph Smith, Central America, and the Book of Mormon
Porter and Meldrum favor early statements of Joseph Smith about
the Book of Mormon above those expressed later during his years in
Nauvoo. In doing so they create a distorted picture of the Prophet’s
views and claims. This is reflected in a chart found in the appendix
to Prophecies and Promises (pp. 213–15). The chart provides a list of
six criteria by which historical documents, including scriptural passages and statements of Joseph Smith about the Book of Mormon, can
be evaluated and graded for reliability. The criteria include whether
the statement was canonized as scripture, received by revelation, written in Joseph’s hand, signed by Joseph, written in other handwriting,
and not signed by Joseph or the author is unknown. The first three
categories are grouped under “strongest,” the last three as “weakest.”
More than a third of the statements on the chart come from scriptural
passages in the Doctrine and Covenants. This is superfluous since
Latter-day Saints do not doubt the reliability of the scriptures. What
may be doubted is the appropriateness of applying such passages in a
restrictive way that would exclude other parts of the Americas from
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the land of promise or exclude Native Americans living outside the
United States from being considered Lamanite.
Section 125 of the Doctrine and Covenants gets strong marks in
the chart, but, as noted already, there is no reason to suppose that the
name of the Iowa settlement was ever intended to identify the location
of ancient Zarahemla. The Wentworth Letter, Joseph Smith’s letter
to the American Revivalist, and mention in the History of the Church
of the visit from Sac and Fox Indians are given high marks, but as
shown above, these sources say nothing about any revelation on Book
of Mormon geography. The Zelph account is oddly lumped into one
category rather than six separate accounts. It receives strong marks
because Joseph Smith received a revelation, but weak marks because
the accounts were written in the hand of others. It would have been
more informative for the authors to treat each account separately. To
give the Zelph account high marks, however, is somewhat problematic
since the question is not whether Joseph Smith had a revelation, but
whether the revelation on Zelph included information on geography.
The evidence, as we have seen, does not appear to support that conclusion. Other items listed are factually wrong, seemingly intended
to show that the evidence for Joseph’s interest in Central America is
weaker. Joseph Smith’s 1834 letter to Emma Smith mentioning the
“plains of the Nephites” receives a strong rating for being in Joseph
Smith’s own hand and being signed by him, while the Prophet’s 1841
letter to John Bernhisel is rated weak because it was not written in
the Prophet’s own hand. In fact, both letters were dictated to scribes
and signed by Joseph Smith and have equal evidentiary value. 114
Unsurprisingly, documents and publications that appear during the
Nauvoo period are all given weak ratings, including articles that appeared under the editorship of Joseph Smith. As such, the chart is not
a particularly helpful or accurate guide to Joseph Smith’s views.
The year 1841 saw the publication of Incidents of Travel in Central
America, Chiapas, and Yucatan, by John Lloyd Stephens, with
114. Jessee, Personal Writings of Joseph Smith, 344, 533. Joseph’s letter to Emma is
written in the hand of James Mulholland, while the Bernhisel letter is written in the hand
of John Taylor.
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illustrations by Frederick Catherwood.115 This work not only recounted
Stephens and Catherwood’s travels to the region but also described
for the first time many of the ruins found in what is now known as
Mesoamerica. It was an instant success and was widely praised in the
national press. A survey of literature on the Book of Mormon during
the Nauvoo period demonstrates that Latter-day Saints were also interested in these discoveries and were quick to compare them with the
claims of the Book of Mormon.
Porter and Meldrum contend that these associations between ancient Mesoamerica and the Book of Mormon are inconsistent with the
teachings and revelations of Joseph Smith:
The Prophet was clear and concise in his statements about
Book of Mormon geography, yet doubtless, the allure and enticement of the majestic Mesoamerican ruins, and a burning
desire for tangible proof seems to have infused the hearts and
minds of at least a few of the early Church leaders including
members of the Twelve who were very close to the Prophet
Joseph. (p. 107)
This statement implies that early church leaders such as John Taylor
and Wilford Woodruff were led astray by the desire for proof and thus
ignored or discarded the teachings of Joseph Smith. Is this position
consistent with the historical evidence?
Church members in Nauvoo became aware of Stephens and
Catherwood’s discoveries through an article published in the 15 June
1841 issue of the Times and Seasons. At this time the periodical was
under the editorship of the Prophet’s brother Don Carlos Smith
and Robert B. Thompson, who noted the significance of the explorers’ discoveries for Latter-day Saints in an article entitled “American
Antiquities—More Proofs of the Book of Mormon.” 116 Several months
later, John Bernhisel, a recent convert then serving as bishop over the
115. John Lloyd Stephens, Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and
Yucatan, 2 vols. (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1841).
116. “American Antiquities—More Proofs of the Book of Mormon,” Times and
Seasons, 15 June 1841, 440–42, accessed 27 October 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.
edu/u?/NCMP1820-1846,8931.
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Saints in New York City, purchased a copy of the two-volume work,
and on 8 September he wrote to Joseph Smith to inform him that he
was sending a copy of the set “as a token of my regard for you as a
Prophet of the Lord.” 117 Bernhisel asked Wilford Woodruff, who was
returning home from his apostolic mission in Great Britain, to carry
the set back to the Prophet in Nauvoo, which he did.118
On the way home, Woodruff spent part of his time reading the
work and was enthusiastic about its contents. On 13 September he recorded the following in his journal:
I spent the day in reading the 1st vol of INCIDENTS OF
TRAVELS IN Central America Chiapas AND Yucatan
BY JOHN L STEPHEN’S . . . . I felt truly interested in this
work for it brought to light a flood of testimony in proof of
the book of mormon in the discovery & survey of the city
Copan in Central America A correct drawing of the monuments, pyramids, portraits, & Hieroglyphics as executed by
Mr Catherwood is now presented before the publick & is
truly a wonder to the world. Their whole travels were truly
interesting.119
On 16 September he recorded that he had “perused the 2d Vol of
Stephens travels In Central America Chiapas of Yucatan & the ruins
of Palenque & Copan. It is truly one of the most interesting histories
I have read.” 120 Happy to be home, Woodruff arrived in Nauvoo on
6 October. 121
117. John Bernhisel to Joseph Smith, 8 September 1841, in Jessee, Personal Writings of
Joseph Smith, 533.
118. “I received $40 dollars of Dr John M Bernhisel for President Joseph Smith also
Stephens travels in central America in 2 volums also one letter.” Wilford Woodruff
Journal, 9 September 1841, in Kenney, Wilford Woodruff’s Journal, 2:124.
119. Wilford Woodruff Journal, 13 September 1841, in Kenney, Wilford Woodruff’s
Journal, 2:126.
120. Wilford Woodruff Journal, 16 September 1841, in Kenney, Wilford Woodruff’s
Journal, 2:126.
121. Wilford Woodruff Journal, 6 October 1841, in Kenney, Wilford Woodruff’s
Journal, 2:131–32.
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Joseph Smith dictated a letter to John Bernhisel on 16 November
1842 thanking him for the gift:
I received your kind present by the hand of Er [Elder] Woodruff
& feel myself under many obligations for this mark of your
esteem & friendship which to me is the more interesting as it
unfolds & developes many things that are of great importance
to this generation & corresponds with & supports the testimony of the Book of Mormon; I have read the volumes with
the greatest interest & pleasure & must say that of all histories
that have been written pertaining to the antiquities of this
country it is the most correct luminous & comprihensive.122
This letter shows unequivocally that Joseph Smith shared the excitement about these discoveries generated among his associates. It
also, in effect, signaled his approval of such interests in connection
with the Book of Mormon, an interest that can be seen in subsequent
Latter-day Saint literature. Of particular interest are five articles that
appeared in the Times and Seasons in 1842 when Joseph Smith served
as editor. These articles, two signed “editor” and three left unsigned,
promoted the work of Stephens and Catherwood among Latter-day
Saints. These articles highlight Latter-day Saint interest in discoveries
and also the feeling that they were consistent with and supportive of the
claims of the Book of Mormon. At the same time, the evidence shows
that varied interpretations of this data were entertained by Latter-day
Saint writers and their leaders. I will focus on the question of Joseph
Smith’s involvement and authorship of five Times and Seasons articles
that were published under his tenure as editor. Then, after reviewing
Joseph Smith’s role as editor of the Times and Seasons, I will indicate
what wordprint analysis may suggest about the question.
122. Joseph Smith to John Bernhisel, 16 November 1841, in Jessee, Personal Writings
of Joseph Smith, 533. The letter was in the hand of John Taylor.
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Joseph’s Concern with the Times and Seasons and His Editorship
Between 1839 and 1841, the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles fulfilled an important mission to Great Britain, resulting in the conversion of several thousand British Saints.123 This mission proved to be a
blessing to the church as well as the quorum itself, but it was sometimes difficult for the Prophet to be separated from some of his closest
and most diligent associates. This is reflected in some of the challenges
associated with the Times and Seasons. In the spring of 1839, Elias
Smith, Hiram Clark, and others traveled to Far West, Missouri, where
they dug up and retrieved the printing press and the type that had
been used to print the short-lived Elder’s Journal in the summer of
1838.124 These were brought back to Nauvoo, and the first issue of the
Times and Seasons was printed in November 1839 under the editorship of Ebenezer Robinson and the Prophet’s younger brother Don
Carlos Smith.125 On 1 December 1840, this partnership was dissolved
and Don Carlos became the sole editor of the paper. Sometime afterward, the Prophet’s scribe and friend Robert B. Thompson joined Don
Carlos as editor. When the Prophet’s brother died in August 1841,
Ebenezer Robinson joined Thompson. When Thompson died just
twenty days later, Robinson again become the editor and was joined
by Gustavus Hill. Both would serve as editors until early 1842.
In the fall of 1841, the Prophet began expressing concerns about
Robinson and Hill’s ownership and operation of the paper. By this
time, most of the Twelve had returned from Great Britain, and Joseph
was increasingly anxious to place someone else in charge of the paper.
On 20 November, Brigham Young recorded: “I met with six others of
the Twelve in council, at my house, on the subject of the Times and
123. For a superb treatment of the subject, see James B. Allen, Ronald K. Esplin, and
David Whittaker, Men with A Mission: The Quorum of the Twelve Apostles in the British
Isles, 1837–1841 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1992).
124. History of the Church, 4:398; and Kyle R. Walker, “ ‘As Fire Shut Up in My Bones’:
Ebenezer Robinson, Don Carlos Smith, and the 1840 Edition of the Book of Mormon,”
Journal of Mormon History 36/1 (Winter 2010): 6–9.
125. Times and Seasons, November 1839, 1–2, 16, accessed 27 October 2010, http://
contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/NCMP1820-1846,9203 and http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/
NCMP1820-1846,9210.
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Seasons, the Quorum not being satisfied with the manner Gustavus
Hill had conducted the editorial department.” 126 On 30 November,
it was voted that Ebenezer Robinson be solicited to give up
the department of printing the Times and Seasons to Elder
Willard Richards.
Voted, that if Brother Robinson does not comply with this
solicitation, Elder Richards be instructed to procure a press
and type, and publish a paper for the Church.
Moved by Elder Young, and seconded by Elder Woodruff,
that Lyman Wight and John Taylor present these resolutions
to Brother Robinson.127
On 17 January 1842, Brigham Young recorded that he “met in
council with the Twelve at Joseph’s office. We consulted in relation to
the printing and publishing, the council being unanimously opposed
to E. Robinson’s publishing the Book of Mormon and other standard
works of the Church, without being counseled so to do by the First
Presidency.” 128 On 28 January the Prophet received a revelation in
which the Lord told him,
Go and say unto the Twelve, that it is my will to have them
take in hand the editorial department of the Times and
Seasons, according to that manifestation which shall be given
unto them by the power of my Holy Spirit in the midst of their
counsel, saith the Lord. Amen.129
On this same day Brigham Young wrote the following: “The Lord
having revealed, through Joseph, that the Twelve should take in hand
the editorial department of the Times and Seasons, I bought the printing establishment, for and in behalf of the Church, from Ebenezer
Robinson, at a very exorbitant price. The reason I paid such a price
was, because the Prophet directed the Twelve to pay him whatever he
126. Manuscript History of Brigham Young, 20 November 1841; compare History of the
Church, 4:454.
127. History of the Church, 4:463.
128. Manuscript History of Brigham Young, 17 January 1842.
129. History of the Church, 4:503.
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asked. One item of his bill was $800, for the privilege of publishing
the Times and Seasons, or good will of the office.” 130 On 3 February
Wilford Woodruff recorded that
after consulting upon the subject the quorum appointed
Elders J. Taylor & W Woodruff of the Twelve to Edit the
Times & Seasons & take charge of the whole esstablishment
under the direction of Joseph the Seer. Accordingly I left my
station at the Nauvoo provision store & commenced this day
to labour for the church in the printing esstablishment.
Elder Taylor & myself spent the afternoon in taking an
invoice of the printing esstablishment & met in council in the
evening at Joseph[’s] store.131
On 19 February 1842, Woodruff indicated that “Joseph the Seer
is now the Editor of that paper & Elder Taylor assists him in writing
while it has fallen to my lot to take charge of the Business part of the
esstablishment.” 132 Woodruff did not specify precisely what Taylor’s
writing assistance entailed. In the 1 March 1842 issue of Times and
Seasons, the Prophet announced that he was undertaking editorship
of the paper. “This paper commences my editorial career, I alone stand
for it, and shall do for all papers having my signature henceforward.
I am not responsible for the publication, or arrangement of the former paper; the matter did not come under my supervision. JOSEPH
SMITH.” 133 It seems clear that this statement disavows Joseph’s sanction for previous editions of the Times and Seasons, the “former paper.”
(As I have shown, Joseph and the Twelve disapproved of how Hill and
Robinson had been handling things.) Joseph also declares his willingness to endorse “all papers having my signature henceforward.” This
seems more than an endorsement of individual articles, but rather of
newspapers for which he is listed as editor. The term papers does not
130. Manuscript History of Brigham Young, 28 January 1842.
131. Wilford Woodruff Journal, 3 February 1842. The price was $6,600. Wilford
Woodruff Journal, 4 February 1842, emphasis added.
132. Wilford Woodruff Journal, 19 February 1842.
133. Times and Seasons, 1 March 1842, 710, emphasis added, accessed 27 October
2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/NCMP1820-1846,9155.
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mean documents in this context; it means newspapers published with
Joseph as editor. The 1 March 1842 issue of the paper bore the note
“The Times and Seasons is edited by Joseph Smith.”134 The Prophet
transferred editorial responsibilities for the paper to John Taylor and
Wilford Woodruff no later than 12 November 1842. 135
What are we to make of Joseph’s role as editor? Evidence suggests
that this title was not an empty one. In addition to Joseph’s known
contributions, sources indicate that he read page proofs and sometimes collected and supplied content material to be used for the paper, including poetry from other newspapers. For most of his tenure,
he was in or near Nauvoo and frequently visited and worked at the
printing office and counseled with fellow apostles, including John
Taylor and Wilford Woodruff. The Prophet was still in hiding from
his enemies during September 1842, but he stayed close enough so he
could continue to work quietly and address church business as opportunity allowed. Sometimes he was able to stay at home, where he
managed to pose for a portrait for several days. Significantly, both
Woodruff and Taylor were seriously ill during this time. “I commenced work this day,” Woodruff recorded on 19 September, “for
the first time for 40 days.” 136 This means that Woodruff had been absent from the printing office for more than five weeks previous to 19
September. On 21 September the Prophet recorded that he had also
met with John Taylor, “who is just recovering from a severe attack of
sickness” and that he counseled Taylor “concerning the printing office.” 137 The two met again two days later. We do not know how long
Taylor had been ill, but the fact that the two had been seriously ill
suggests that the Prophet may have had to bear additional editorial
burdens at that time. In any case, the fact that he met with Taylor several times suggests that Joseph was concerned and involved in editorial matters even when in hiding. Regardless of who wrote the Times
134. Times and Seasons, 15 March 1842, 718, accessed 27 October 2010, http://
contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/NCMP1820-1846,9810.
135. Wilford Woodruff Journal, 7–12 November 1842.
136. Wilford Woodruff Journal, 19 September 1842.
137. The Papers of Joseph Smith, Vol. 2: Journal, 1832–1842, ed. Dean C. Jessee (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book, 1992), 482.
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and Seasons articles linking the Book of Mormon to Central America,
Joseph Smith could not have been unaware of what was being written.
Indeed, even if those articles were written by John Taylor or Wilford
Woodruff, clearly Joseph knew what was being written.
During Joseph Smith’s tenure as editor, the Times and Seasons
published numerous articles of doctrinal and historical significance
to the church. This content included the Prophet’s translations of the
Book of Abraham, the Wentworth letter, early installments of the
“History of Joseph Smith,” and two important letters from him on
instructions relating to baptism for the dead. When we examine the
content of the Times and Seasons during this period, we find that he
rarely if ever signs his name “Joseph Smith” unless he is reproducing a letter or document written for a venue besides his own paper.
Excluding items attributed to other contributors to the paper, there
were two kinds of editorial articles and commentary: those signed
“Ed” or “Editor(s)” and those left unsigned. Material attributed to
the editor(s) included articles on doctrinal subjects such as baptism,
baptism for the dead, the Holy Ghost, detecting false spirits and evil
influences, revealed knowledge, and the government of God. In addition, several articles dealt with the Book of Mormon. Unsigned editorial material touched on persecution, the city of Nauvoo, the temple,
apostasy, local events, and Central American ruins (the last item was
treated three times).
The time came when Joseph Smith needed to turn his attention
elsewhere. Wilford Woodruff wrote that the Prophet “wished us to
take the responsibility of the printing Office upon ourselves & liberate him from it.” 138 John Taylor formally took over as editor with the
15 November 1842 issue, in which the Prophet wrote:
I beg leave to inform the subscribers of the Times and Seasons
that it is impossible for me to fulfil the arduous duties of the
editorial department any longer. The multiplicity of other
business that daily devolves upon me, renders it impossible
for me to do justice to a paper so widely circulated as the
138. Wilford Woodruff Journal, 7–12 November 1842.
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Times and Seasons. I have appointed Elder John Taylor, who
is less encumbered and fully competent to assume the responsibilities of that office, and I doubt not but that he will give
satisfaction to the patrons of the paper. As this number commences a new volume, it also commences his editorial career.
JOSEPH SMITH.
John Taylor wrote immediately thereafter:
The patrons of the Times and Seasons will unquestionably
be painfully disappointed on reading the above announcement. We know of no one so competent as President Joseph
Smith to fill the editorial chair, of which the papers that have
been issued since he has been editor are sufficient evidence.
We do not profess to be able to tread in the steps, nor to
meet the expectation of the subscribers of this paper so fully
as our able, learned and talented prophet, who is now retiring
from the field; but as he has promised to us the priviledge of
referring to his writings, books, &c., together with his valuable counsel, when needed, and also to contribute to its columns with his pen when at leisure, we are in hopes that with
his assistance, and other resources that we have at our command, that the Times and Seasons will continue to be a valuable periodical, and interesting to its numerous readers.
JOHN TAYLOR.139
To summarize the historical data:
1. Joseph Smith was well aware of the discoveries in Central
America by Stephens and Catherwood.
2. He was, as were his close associates, very interested in the
Central American discoveries and felt that they were important and
should be known, and in his view they corresponded with and supported the claims of the Book of Mormon.
139. Times and Seasons, 15 November 1842, 8, accessed 27 October 2010, http://
contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/NCMP1820-1846,8383.
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3. Joseph Smith was the editor of the Times and Seasons from
about 1 March to 15 October 1842.
4. Between March and October 1842, the only men said to be
working in the printing office were Joseph Smith, John Taylor, and
Wilford Woodruff.
5. Five articles endorsing the work of Stephens and Catherwood
were published while Joseph Smith was editor.
6. While acting as editor, Joseph Smith received assistance in
writing from John Taylor.
Wordprint Analysis and the Question of Authorship
I have recently had the privilege of working with statistician Paul
Fields and several of his associates on several projects involving the
Book of Mormon. These projects deal with authorship attribution
for a number of texts of interest to Latter-day Saints. Authorship attribution attempts to identify the author of a text based on writing
style. Using quantitative measures to describe an author’s writing
style is technically called stylometry but is commonly referred to as
wordprint analysis. The premise behind these studies is that an author
has a unique style of writing and that his or her written work can
be identified if a stylistic “fingerprint” is discernible in a document.
One area of interest is the authorship of the Times and Seasons articles
on the Book of Mormon that appeared in 1842. Because of the many
pressures that Joseph Smith was under during 1842, my assumption
has been that the unsigned articles of 15 September and 1 October
1842 were written by John Taylor.140 Professor Fields and I are preparing a detailed treatment of our research that will be published by the
Maxwell Institute.
One mathematical tool used in a stylometric investigation is discriminant analysis. This technique finds a linear combination of features
that “discriminates” among items in known classes, just as plants or animals are categorized into species based on distinguishing features. The
140. Matthew Roper, “Limited Geography and the Book of Mormon: Historical
Antecedents and Early Interpretations,” FARMS Review 16/2 (2004): 245–48.
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discriminant function provides a formula that quantifiably characterizes items in known groups so that a new item of unknown group membership can be classified into the proper groups based on its features.
In authorship attribution, noncontextual words are the features used to
describe writing style. Noncontextual words do not convey the author’s
message, but they are the function words an author uses to construct
his or her message. Examples of noncontextual words are and, but, how
ever, on, the, upon. Interestingly, the frequency with which an author
uses such words distinctively characterizes his or her writing style and
can reveal the author’s identity in comparison to other authors.
To investigate the probable authorship of the three small, unsigned
editorials in the Times and Seasons that referred to “Zarahemla,” we
put them into one 1,000-word block so there would be sufficient data
to measure word frequencies. Next we took texts from Joseph Smith’s
signed editorials, the editorials signed “Ed” or “Editor(s),” and the
unsigned editorials appearing in the Times and Seasons from April
through October 1842. These were segmented into thirty-six 1,000word blocks to correspond in size with the “Zarahemla” text.
We also took writing samples from John Taylor and Wilford
Woodruff, who were the only two other possible contributors to the
editorials. We selected texts that were as close to the editorial genre
as were available and encompassed the 1842 time frame. (Thus we did
not utilize texts from Woodruff’s diaries, since his personal writing
style differs from his more public exposition.) We compiled thirty
1,000-word blocks for Taylor and twenty-four 1,000-word blocks for
Woodruff, giving a total of ninety texts that we could use to build
the discriminant function to test the probable authorship of the
“Zarahemla” text. Next we identified seventy noncontextual words
in the ninety writing sample blocks that best distinguished the writing styles of Smith, Taylor, and Woodruff. Using these words as the
distinctive literary features for the candidate authors, we developed
the discriminant function that would classify each writing sample
into a group corresponding with the correct author 100 percent of the
time. Although this is a seventy-dimensional problem, we can project
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the relative relationships between the five groups—Smith, Taylor,
Woodruff, Editor, and Unsigned—onto a two-dimensional plot.
The plot shows that the writing styles of Smith, Taylor, and
Woodruff are clearly distinguishable. However, Smith, Editor, and
Unsigned are not distinctively different. This is evidence that the editorials signed “Editor” and the unsigned editorials were likely written by
Joseph Smith. Also shown on the plot is the composited “Zarahemla”
editorial. It is clearly closest to the Smith-Editor-Unsigned group, providing evidence that Joseph Smith is the most likely author.
Cluster analysis is another tool for data exploration that is useful
in authorship attribution. A cluster analysis groups items into pairs
that are closest to each other based on literary features but without using the information about known group membership. This provided
additional evidence that the “Zarahemla” editorial fits best with the
“Editor” and “Unsigned” groups. Moreover, we could see some evidence that the work in the editorial office in 1842 could have been
highly collaborative since the writing samples of the three authors
were spread throughout the clusters. Further, we could see that John
Taylor might have worked closely with Joseph in writing some of the
editorials since his style seemed to be partially manifested in some of
the “Editor” and “Unsigned” texts. In addition, some of the pairings
indicated some evidence that Wilford Woodruff influenced some of
Joseph’s writing as well.
Conclusion
In 1843 Joseph Smith acknowledged in an interview with a reporter from the Pittsburgh Gazette that he was indeed a prophet and
that the Lord did reveal himself to him, but he also explained that he
did not always get revelation when he asked for it. “Speaking of revelations, he stated that when he was in a ‘quandary,’ he asked the Lord for a
revelation, and when he could not get it, he ‘followed the dictates of his
own judgment, which were as good as a revelation to him; but he never
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gave anything to his people as revelation, unless it was revelation.” 141
The preponderance of evidence does not support the claim that Joseph
Smith’s revelations included details about Book of Mormon geography, but rather suggest that this, as with many other questions, was an
issue in which Joseph Smith, as time allowed him to give it attention,
followed the dictates of his own judgement and expressed his own
opinion. It seems that when Joseph used terms such as “this land,”
“this continent,” or “this country,” he was adopting the wording of
his associates who viewed the Book of Mormon in broad terms inclusive of all the Americas. The claim that these terms were intended to
exclude any portion of the Americas or its peoples from the promises
and prophecies in that book is unfounded. The evidence demonstrates
that Joseph shared the interest of his fellow Latter-day Saints in any
discoveries that might shed light on the authenticity and historicity of
the Book of Mormon, wherever they came from, including those from
Central America. He never seems to have given any indication that
these opinions were based upon more than a certain knowledge that
the Book of Mormon was true and that one day the Lord would make
all things clear. There is likewise no indication that he ever set forth
a detailed geographical model for the Saints. As editor of the Times
and Seasons, he oversaw the publication of five articles on these discoveries. Authorship attribution analysis through wordprint analysis
lends no support for the claim that these articles were ghostwritten by
others. This analysis, together with historical evidence, suggests that
Joseph Smith was not editor in name only. Instead, he was very much
involved in the oversight, writing, and preparation of these articles on
the Book of Mormon, with John Taylor and Wilford Woodruff possibly providing some input as well.
I believe these findings underscore the wisdom of the neutrality of
the Brethren on the question of Book of Mormon geography. We cannot avoid the hard work, faith, and earnest study that some questions
require by an easy appeal to something Joseph Smith or someone else
141. “The Prairies, Nauvoo, Joe Smith, the Temple, the Mormons, etc.,” Pittsburgh
Weekly Gazette, 15 September 1843, in The Papers of Joseph Smith, Vol. 1: Autobiographical
and Historical Writings, ed. Dean C. Jessee (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1989), 443.
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has said. The sincere and diligent study of Book of Mormon geography can be a worthy endeavor if kept in perspective. Each reader of the
Book of Mormon must judge the scholarly merits and value of such
work. Hopefully, we will each judge wisely and hold fast to every good
thing (1 Thessalonians 5:21). In the meantime, differences of opinion
about the details of Book of Mormon geography and other questions
of secondary importance need not be a cause of stumbling. The counsel of Franklin D. Richards seems applicable:
Tell the Saints that if this stone does not seem to fit into the
great building of their faith just now, to roll it aside. You can
help them to roll it aside out of their way, so that they will not
stumble against it while at their daily duties, and it will be but
a very short time till they will find a place in their building
where no other stone will fit, then it will be on hand all right,
and will come into its place in the building without the sound
of hammer or chisel.142

142. Franklin D. Richards, Millennial Star, 26 August 1854, 534–35.

Losing the Remnant: The New Exclusivist
“Movement” and the Book of Mormon
Matthew Roper

Review of Bruce H. Porter and Rod L. Meldrum. Prophecies and Promises: The Book
of Mormon and the United States of America. New York: Digital Legend, 2009. xviii +
239 pp., with appendix. $24.95 (paperback).

There is a movement going through the church.1
Bruce H. Porter

I

The exciting new Heartland Model . . . is causing what has
been termed a ‘movement’ within the membership of the
Church.2
Rod L. Meldrum

n Prophecies and Promises, Bruce H. Porter and Rod L. Meldrum
present a narrow interpretation of Book of Mormon teachings
about the American land of promise and the remnant of Lehi spoken
of in the Book of Mormon. The land of promise, the authors claim,
refers exclusively to the United States, while they identify the remnant with contemporary Amerindian peoples of the eastern and mid
western region of the United States. The authors also claim that the
events of the Book of Mormon narrative were confined to this “heartland” region—a matter, they assert, made known to Joseph Smith
1. Quoted in Kristen Moulton, “Book of Mormon Geography Stirring Controversy,”
Salt Lake Tribune, 27 March 2010.
2. Accessed 1 September 2010, http://www.bookofmormonevidence.org.
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through revelation. For several years the authors have promoted their
opinions on this and related topics through firesides, conferences, and
tours. They glowingly describe their efforts as having generated a new
“movement” in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.3
In this article I will focus on two issues relating to Prophecies and
Promises. I will first address the land of promise mentioned in the
Book of Mormon. Do the prophecies found in that record provide
a key to Book of Mormon geography? What is the land of promise?
Does it refer to the United States alone, or does it have more general
application? Second, I will address the question of the “remnant” in
reference to the Book of Mormon and Lehi’s posterity. Does the term
signify only one Native American group, or does it refer to all Native
Americans? In connection with this issue, I will review teachings of
Latter-day Saint leaders bearing on the identity of the American remnant of Lehi’s posterity.

I. Promised Lands
Confusing Parts with the Whole
The authors’ discussion of an American promised land confuses
the parts with the whole (pp. 36–40). The Book of Mormon, they
note, speaks of some events that have occurred or will occur in what
is now the United States. Therefore, they conclude, only the United
States can be the promised land spoken of in the Book of Mormon.
There are, they observe, scriptures that speak of the remnant of Lehi
in the United States, or in the lands that eventually became the United
States; therefore, they reason, only those Native Americans in the
United States are related to ancient Lamanites. Their argumentation is
faulty since prophecies of events that occur in one part of the land do
not exclude the fulfillment of other prophecies elsewhere. In the Bible,
3. “ ‘Very few people out there fully grasp the magnitude of this movement and the
powerful influence that it is having and the sweeping nature of its message,’ wrote one
prominent supporter. ‘It will sweep the church and most LDS will not even understand
what happened until it’s past.’ ” Quoted in Michael De Groote, “The Fight Over Book of
Mormon Geography,” Deseret News, 27 May 2010.
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Israel obtained a land of promise. “And the Lord gave unto Israel all
the land which he sware to give unto their fathers; and they possessed
it, and dwelt therein” (Joshua 21:43). That land was a land of promise
because of the oath and covenant the Lord made with Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob (Deuteronomy 1:8; 34:1–4; 1 Chronicles 16:5–18; Psalm
105:6–11). Hence it has been called a “land of promise” (Hebrews 11:9).
Similarly, Moroni tells us that the land of the Jaredites was a “land
of promise” because of what the Lord had “sworn” unto the brother
of Jared (Ether 2:8). The biblical land of promise was Israel’s land of
inheritance. “Unto thee will I give the land of Canaan, the lot of your
inheritance” (Psalm 105:11). This refers to the entire land itself, but
parts of that land were likewise considered and called lands of inheritance within that greater land of promise. Both the parts and the
whole are precious lands; hence the prophecies can speak of “lands
of promise” in the Lord’s land (2 Nephi 24:2). There are in this sense
many finite lands of promise in the larger land of promise. This is
why the prophet Jacob can speak of the house of Israel in the latter
days being “restored to the true church and fold of God; when they
shall be gathered home to the lands of their inheritance, and shall be
established in all their lands of promise” (2 Nephi 9:2). The covenant
the Lord made with Israel concerns their “restoration to the lands of
their inheritance” (2 Nephi 6:11; 3 Nephi 29:1). Each part of the land of
promise is both the land and a land since they are parts of the whole.
My wife promised the family a banana cream pie. She made it for us
on Thanksgiving. The next day I said, “I ate the best pie in the world.”
In fact, I ate only one piece of the entire pie, but it was still the best
pie in the world. The parts were no less good because they were not
the whole. Similarly, one can speak of the promised land even if one
knows only a part of it.
Porter and Meldrum provide a useful chart of thirty-six
prophecies and promises, listing passages that they believe show that
the American land of promise can refer only to the United States
(pp. 80–82). The chart is, however, selective, and many of the passages
are inadequately addressed by the authors. In fact, the passages, insofar as they are intended to refer exclusively to the United States, do
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not demonstrate what the authors think they do. Most of them make
better sense when understood to include the United States and other
lands and nations of the Americas as well. Some passages indeed refer to events that occurred, commenced, or will happen in the future
within the United States. These events include the coming forth of the
Book of Mormon, the restoration of the gospel, the organization of
the church, and the commencement of the gathering of Israel. Future
events include the building of the New Jerusalem. It is erroneous,
however, to conclude that such references confine the American land
of promise to the United States.
One prophecy that deserves more attention than the authors give
it is Nephi’s vision of the promised land (1 Nephi 11–14). Nephi saw
the future events that would eventually culminate in the latter-day
fulfillment of the Lord’s covenants concerning the seed of Lehi in the
land of promise.
And I looked and beheld a man among the Gentiles, who was
separated from the seed of my brethren by the many waters;
and I beheld the Spirit of God, that it came down and wrought
upon the man; and he went forth upon the many waters, even
unto the seed of my brethren, who were in the promised land.
(1 Nephi 13:12)
Latter-day Saints have almost universally understood this verse to
refer to Columbus, a reading with which the authors agree (p. 64).
Columbus, however, never visited the land now known as the United
States and never encountered the people who lived there. During his
first and second voyages, Columbus encountered the islands and people
of the Bahamas and the Caribbean, including Cuba and Hispaniola.4
On his third voyage he sailed to northern South America to what is
now known as Trinidad and Venezuela. During his fourth and final
voyage, he encountered Mayan traders off the coast of Honduras and
4. “All the peoples of the Caribbean came originally by canoe from the continent of
South America along the chain of islands known as the Antilles, or the West Indies, via
Trinidad and Tobago.” Hugh Thomas, Rivers of Gold: The Rise of the Spanish Empire, from
Columbus to Magellan (New York: Random House, 2005), 110.
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from there continued southward along the coast of Nicaragua, Costa
Rica, and Panama.5 In his prophecy, Nephi calls those people the
seed of his brethren the Lamanites and calls their land “the promised land.” Nephi says that the man went forth “unto the seed of my
brethren” and that those people were “in the promised land” (1 Nephi
13:12). This suggests that the “promised land” of Nephi’s vision must
include not just the United States or North America, but parts if not
all of Central and South America as well.
And it came to pass that I beheld the Spirit of God, that it
wrought upon other Gentiles; and they went forth out of captivity, upon the many waters. And it came pass that I beheld
many multitudes of the Gentiles upon the land of promise;
and I beheld the wrath of God that it was upon the seed of
my brethren; and they were scattered before the Gentiles and
were smitten. And I beheld the Spirit of the Lord, that it was
upon the Gentiles, and they did prosper and obtain the land
for their inheritance; and I beheld that they were white, and
exceedingly fair and beautiful, like unto my people before
they were slain. (1 Nephi 13:13–15)
Nephi’s reference to American “Gentiles,” according to Porter and
Meldrum, can refer only to Gentiles in the United States: “The Gentiles
prophesied in the scriptures above cannot include the Spanish military conquests involved in the rapine and plunder of the peoples of
Mesoamerica” (p. 69). The authors reach this conclusion by assuming
that the “many multitudes of the Gentiles” are the same Gentiles who
“went forth out of captivity.” This is not, however, evident from what
Nephi says. Again, if the man seen by Nephi in verse 12 is identified
as Columbus, then the promised land of Nephi’s vision must include
more than North America. A more accurate interpretation of verses
14–15 is that the Gentiles who went forth out of captivity were a subgroup of the “Gentiles” or “many multitudes of the Gentiles” upon the
5. Justin Winsor, Christopher Columbus (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin,
1892), 372–476; and Samuel Eliot Morison, The Great Explorers: The European Discovery
of America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 475–547.
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promised land who would afflict and scatter Lehi’s seed and obtain
power over the land. This interpretation is consistent with the teachings of latter-day prophets. At an area conference in 1977, President
Spencer W. Kimball taught the Saints in Mexico, “Columbus discovered America in 1492. After him came many colonizers and explorers.
The Puritans and Pilgrims came from Europe. . . . For four hundred
years the Lamanites were scattered throughout America. Cortes came
here, and Pizarro went to South America. They had a great influence
upon the people. They scattered them and persecuted them.” 6
Nephi continues:
Nevertheless, thou beholdest that the Gentiles who have gone
forth out of captivity, and have been lifted up by the power of
God above all other nations, upon the face of the land which
is choice above all other lands, which is the land that the Lord
God hath covenanted with thy father that his seed should
have for the land of their inheritance. (1 Nephi 13:30)
Nephi sees that the group of Gentiles who go forth “out of captivity”
are “lifted up by the power of God above all other nations, upon the
face of the land.” Thus there must be other nations upon the land
over whom those Gentiles might be so lifted. The land “choice above
all other lands” must be more extensive than that possessed by any
one group or nation. Clearly, the one group mentioned in verses 13,
16–18 is blessed above others in some way. If we understand this to
refer to the United States, it makes sense. In what way was the United
States blessed above other nations? It was there that an environment
of religious liberty was prepared in which the Book of Mormon could
eventually be brought forth, the Church of Jesus Christ could be established, and other aspects of the restoration of the gospel could commence. Nephi’s vision, however, did not end there but was expanded
to include all Gentiles upon the land to whom the blessings of the
Book of Mormon and the restoration would eventually be taken, who
6. Spencer W. Kimball, Official Reports of the Monterrey Mexico Area Conference of
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, held in Monterrey, Mexico, February 19
and 20, 1977 (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1978), 2.
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would, like that first group, have the opportunity to receive the gospel
and help gather and be numbered with the remnant of Lehi’s seed.
This is an expansive view.
And it shall come to pass, that if the Gentiles shall hearken
unto the Lamb of God in that day that he shall manifest himself unto them in word, and also in power, in very deed, unto
the taking away of their stumbling blocks—and harden not
their hearts against the Lamb of God, they shall be numbered
among the seed of thy father; yea, they shall be numbered
among the house of Israel; and they shall be a blessed people
upon the promised land forever; they shall be no more brought
down into captivity; and the house of Israel shall no more be
confounded. (1 Nephi 14:1–2)
Other Book of Mormon prophecies indicate that the teachings
concerning the land of promise apply to all nations there, not one nation only:
•
•

•

•

“I will bring to light all their secrets and abominations, unto
every nation that shall hereafter possess the land” (Alma 37:25).
“And he said: Thus saith the Lord God—Cursed shall be the
land, yea, this land, unto every nation, kindred, tongue, and people, unto destruction, which do wickedly, when they are fully
ripe; and as I have said so shall it be; for this is the cursing and
the blessing of God upon the land, for the Lord cannot look
upon sin with the least degree of allowance” (Alma 45:16).
“And now, we can behold the decrees of God concerning this
land, that it is a land of promise; and whatsoever nation shall
possess it shall serve God, or they shall be swept off when the
fulness of his wrath shall come upon them. And the fulness
of his wrath cometh upon them when they are ripened in
iniquity” (Ether 2:9).
“Behold, this is a choice land, and whatsoever nation shall
possess it shall be free from bondage, and from captivity, and
from all other nations under heaven, if they will but serve the
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•

God of the land, who is Jesus Christ, who hath been manifested by the things which we have written” (Ether 2:12).
“And whatsoever nation shall uphold such secret combinations, to get power and gain, until they shall spread over the
nation, behold, they shall be destroyed; for the Lord will not
suffer that the blood of his saints, which shall be shed by them,
shall always cry unto him from the ground for vengeance
upon them and yet he avenge them not” (Ether 8:22).

The repeated references to “every nation” and “whatsoever nation”
also suggest that there are more nations than one upon the promised
land to whom the covenant applies.
A Land of Liberty
Jesus spoke of the role that latter-day Gentiles would play in providing an environment in which the seed of Lehi would be able to
hear, receive, and obey the gospel.
Verily, verily, I say unto you, when these things shall be made
known unto them [the Gentiles] of the Father, and shall come
forth of the Father, from them unto you; for it is wisdom in
the Father that they should be established in this land, and be
set up as a free people by the power of the Father, that these
things might come forth from them unto a remnant of your
seed, that the covenant of the Father may be fulfilled which he
hath covenanted with his people, O house of Israel. (3 Nephi
21:3–4)
The authors argue that this passage refers specifically and only to one
nation—the United States (pp. 46–48). Certainly the United States provided an essential environment of religious liberty. However, in this
passage the Savior speaks of “Gentiles,” not a “nation,” so the prophecy
of Gentiles being “set up as a free people by the power of the Father”
may be seen as extending beyond the United States. I read it as Jesus
referring not only to the Gentiles becoming politically free, but also to
their establishment in the land of promise. Latter-day scriptures often
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use variants of the word establish in connection with building up the
Church of Jesus Christ and Zion, which occurs when the Saints receive and obey covenants (3 Nephi 21:22; D&C 33:5; Jeremiah 30:20).
So the words of Jesus likely refer to the organization and spread of his
church in all of the Americas, not the United States alone, where the
restoration began. President Spencer W. Kimball emphasized that this
work is to extend beyond the borders of the United States:
One of the first efforts of the Prophet Joseph Smith was to
take the gospel to the Lamanites. Continuing until now, we
have preached the gospel to the Lamanites. There are probably
sixty million Lamanites in America. They are all happy for
the gospel as it comes to them. . . . In many natural resources,
the land of America is rich and will produce abundantly. This
is for you, for us, and for all the good people who live upon
the land of America. Protection against enemies has been
promised. In all the Americas, neither kings nor emperors
will combine to take the land. Great promises are given us, if
we live the commandments God has given us.7
I was introduced to this broader perspective while serving as a
missionary in Argentina many years ago. Growing up in the United
States, I had always viewed 1 Nephi 13 in reference to the pilgrims
and puritans and the War of Independence between the American
British colonies and their “mother Gentiles” from Great Britain. On
9 July 1987 I attended a church activity where the branch president
spoke movingly to the Saints gathered there of his gratitude for the
blessings of freedom that allowed him and his fellow Argentine Saints
to worship freely as members of the church, a blessing that they had
not always fully enjoyed. Reading from 1 Nephi 13, he noted the same
things that I had, but he also spoke of San Martín and Bolívar, whom
he saw as men likewise raised up and blessed among the American
Gentiles and who also helped their countrymen gain independence
from their “mother Gentiles”—that is, from Spain, not Great Britain.
I found that these Saints could see their blessings as a fulfillment of
7. Kimball, Official Reports of the Monterrey Mexico Area Conference, 3.

96 • The FARMS Review 22/2 (2010)

Nephi’s prophecy as much as I could rejoice over those blessings from
my own heritage. In an address delivered in 1940, President J. Reuben
Clark Jr. of the First Presidency taught:
Clearly, if the people of this land, this whole land of America,
all of it, must serve Jesus Christ, “the God of the land,” or be
swept off, and this is the very gist of all and every blessing
promised for, and every judgment uttered against this land,
then God must so provide that men in all the Americas could
serve Him. The era of the Gentiles must be an era of freedom
of worship throughout the Hemisphere else Zion could not be
established. This was God’s plan and must be brought about.8
The Lord’s plan was to establish an environment of liberty
throughout the Americas in which the gospel might be taught and
eventually flourish.
Then in the early decades of the last century, both before
and after Joseph’s First Vision, God moved upon the other
peoples, one by one, to assert and win their independence,
and as fast as they won it, they one by one—I am speaking
with historical accuracy—set up their new governmental systems in the framework of our Constitution, sometimes in the
first instance, practically copying it word for word. Different
juridical traditions have led them to develop their governmental systems along diverging lines from ours, but in great
principles their fundamental document is a replica of our
God-given instrument. Thus the hemisphere—Zion in its full
area—was becoming “a land of liberty.” 9
In 1979 Ezra Taft Benson, speaking to the Saints in Bolivia, also encouraged this understanding:
God raised up wise leaders among your progenitors which
afforded Latin American countries political freedom and in8. J. Reuben Clark Jr., “America’s Divine Destiny,” in Messages of the First Presidency
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1975), 6:108.
9. Clark, “America’s Divine Destiny,” 6:109.
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dependence. I only mention the names of a few whom God
raised up to accomplish His holy and sovereign purposes: Jose
de San Martin, Bernardo O’Higgins, and Simon Bolivar. These
were some of the “ founding fathers” of your continent.
I believe it was very significant that when independence
came to the countries of South America, governments were
established on constitutional principles—some patterned after the Constitution of the United States. I believe this was a
very necessary step which preceded the preaching of the gospel
in South America.10
A year later, addressing priesthood brethren in Puerto Rico, he repeated this theme:
The Lord recognized that truth will only prosper where religious freedom exists. Religious freedom cannot be fully
enjoyed without a full measure of political freedom. So before the gospel was restored, wise and inspired men in North,
Central, and South America were raised up who proclaimed
the sovereign truth that all men—not just the privileged, the
rich, or the rulers—but all men have divine rights. Among
these rights are life, liberty (which includes our freedom to
worship), and right to property. (See D&C 101:79) 11
Porter and Meldrum cite a talk given by President Benson in 1987
at the two hundredth anniversary of the signing of the Constitution
of the United States.12 “These prophetic statements made by President
Benson in General Conference,” according to Porter and Meldrum,
“clearly teach that the Promised Land of the Book of Mormon can
only be the United States of America” (p. 65, emphasis added). But
President Benson taught no such thing. During his address, he spoke
10. Ezra Taft Benson, “The Righteous Need Not Fear,” address given in La Paz,
Bolivia, 10–18 January 1979, in The Teachings of Ezra Taft Benson: Thirteenth President
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1998), 695,
emphasis added.
11. Ezra Taft Benson, address given in Puerto Rico, 12–17 December 1980, in
Teachings of Ezra Taft Benson, 661, emphasis added.
12. Ezra Taft Benson,” Our Divine Constitution,” Ensign, November 1987, 4–7.
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of the importance of the Constitution of the United States and emphasized how important it was for Latter-day Saints in the United States
to defend and support it. He also cited revelations in the Doctrine and
Covenants that affirm that this document “belongs to all mankind”
(D&C 98:5) and “should be maintained for the rights and protection
of all flesh, according to just and holy principles” (D&C 101:77, emphasis by President Benson). As such, the establishment of the United
States under constitutional principles was “the necessary great prologue leading to the restoration of the gospel.” 13 Even a cursory review
of the teachings of Ezra Taft Benson shows that he taught that Book
of Mormon prophecies regarding the land apply to all the Americas
and not the United States alone. For example, in a general conference
address in October 1944, he affirmed that “to the peoples who should
inhabit this blessed land of the Americas, the Western Hemisphere, an
ancient prophet uttered this significant promise and solemn warning:
‘Behold, this is a choice land, and whatsoever nation shall possess it
shall be free from bondage, and from captivity, and from all other nations under heaven if they will but serve the God of the land, who is
Jesus Christ’ [Ether 2:12].” 14
In April 1955 Elder Benson spoke of a recent visit to eleven
Latin American countries: “I found they liked to be referred to as
Americans. . . . I found they were very happy to learn that to the Latterday Saints the Promised Land, the land of Zion, includes all of North
and South America.” 15 In 1960 he stated that “this is a choice land—all
of America—choice above all others.” 16 In the October 1962 general
conference, he spoke of “this choice land of the Americas.” 17 He also
taught, “When a Book of Mormon prophet referred to the nations of
the world, this hemisphere was designated as ‘good’ (Jacob 5:25–26).” 18
At an area conference held in Mexico City in 1972, he stated that
13. Benson, “Our Divine Constitution,” 4.
14. Ezra Taft Benson, in Conference Report, October 1944, 128, emphasis added.
15. Ezra Taft Benson, in Conference Report, April 1955, 48, emphasis added.
16. Ezra Taft Benson, in Conference Report, April 1960, 99, emphasis added.
17. Ezra Taft Benson, in Conference Report, October 1962, 15, emphasis added.
18. Ezra Taft Benson, Puerto Rico priesthood leadership meeting, 12–17 December
1980, in Teachings of Ezra Taft Benson, 123, emphasis added.
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it should be comforting to all Latter-day Saints that the Lord
has given great promises in that sacred volume, the Book of
Mormon, promises that should give us comfort and assurance
on the condition that we live the gospel. How I wish that every
person in my country, in your country, in all of the Americas
on this entire continent would read the Book of Mormon, and
in it the prophetic history of these lands and the clear warnings
for the future.
Read what Father Lehi said in 2 Nephi 1:6–8. Read what
his son Jacob said in 2 Nephi 10:10–14. Read also 1 Nephi
22:17. . . . But we must all keep in mind the warning of the
Brother of Jared in the second chapter of Ether, verses 9 and
10. . . . Then in the twelfth verse. My beloved brethren and
sisters, these things are true.19
Significantly, he also cited 1 Nephi 22:17, 2 Nephi 1:6–8, 2 Nephi
10:10–14, and Ether 2:9–12 as applying not just to the United States
but to all of the Americas.
Other church leaders have also taught that the covenant promises found in the Book of Mormon relating to the land of promise
are hemispheric in scope and are not confined to the United States.
Brigham Young taught that “the land of Joseph is the land of Zion; and
it takes North and South America to make the land of Joseph.” 20 Elder
George F. Richards testified in 1922 that “the land of North and South
America is a very much favored portion of our Father’s footstool, and
he has declared with his own mouth that it is a land of promise—
a chosen land—above all other lands.” 21 “I am very thankful,” said
President Heber J. Grant in 1937, “that I am not in the least pessimistic
or at all alarmed about the work of the Lord. I am a firm believer that
this country, both North and South America, is the choice land of the
19. Ezra Taft Benson, Official Report of the First Mexico and Central America Area
General Conference of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, held in the National
Auditorium Chapultepec Park in Mexico City, Mexico, August 25, 26, 27, 1972 (Salt Lake
City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1972), 131, emphasis added.
20. Brigham Young, in Journal of Discourses, 6:296 (15 August 1852).
21. George F. Richards, in Conference Report, October 1922, 80.
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world, a land choice above all other lands, according to the words of
the prophets in the Book of Mormon. I believe in its final destiny. I
believe that there is an over-ruling Providence protecting this country. I believe that this is the only place in the United States of America
where the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints could have been
established and continued without the most terrible persecution,
worse than anything we ever had.” 22
Like Ezra Taft Benson, President Grant recognized both the
United States and all of the lands of North and South America as parts
of the land of promise. In 1940 President George Albert Smith spoke
to the Saints in the October general conference. “I recommend,” he
counseled,
that not only you Latter-day Saints read the Book of Mormon,
but that our Father’s other children read it. They will find
that it contains, in addition to what the Bible has told us
about the world, what the Lord has said about this Western
Hemisphere—that this should be a land of liberty unto the
Gentiles and that no king should dwell upon this land, but
that He, the God of Heaven, would be our King and would
fortify this land against all the nations, that this should be
a land of peace and happiness, on condition that we would
honor the God of this earth, the Father of us all. The factor
controlling this promise is that we must keep the commandments of our Heavenly Father or it cannot be realized.23
In 1943 David O. McKay taught that “America, and this includes
Canada and the Southern Republics, was a choice land when the
Jaredites left the land of Shinar approximately four thousand years
ago. So was it fourteen hundred years later when Lehi and his colony formed the nucleus of a nation, prospered on the bounty of the
country, and after a thousand years perished because of transgression.
America was a great land when the stately Indian chiefs ruled their
tribes, which thrived from the Behring Sea in the north to the Panama
22. Heber J. Grant, in Conference Report, October 1937, 97–98.
23. George Albert Smith, in Conference Report, October 1940, 108.

Porter and Meldrum, Prophecies and Promises (Roper) • 101

and the towering Andes in the South.” 24 Again, the open-ended hemispheric application of the Book of Mormon’s prophecies and promises
seems more plausible than, and stands in stark contrast to, Porter and
Meldrum’s narrow application.

II. “Looking Beyond the Mark” and Losing the Remnant
Book of Mormon prophets speak of the latter-day “remnant” of
Lehi’s people. Does that term signify only one Native American tribe
or group of tribes, or does it refer to all Native Americans? Porter
and Meldrum embrace an exclusivist view, appealing to recent DNA
studies of Native American groups as evidence that only those Native
Americans currently found in the central and eastern United States
are that remnant. The authors, however, have grossly misunderstood
and misrepresented these studies.25
By erroneously equating some of the findings on mtDNA with the
broader question of ancestry, Porter and Meldrum encourage the false
expectation that those DNA studies should be able to verify or refute
the Israelite ancestry of contemporary Amerindian populations. This
false expectation fosters the mistaken conclusion that any true contemporary remnants of Book of Mormon people must be shown to
carry an identifiable genetic marker indicative of such ancestry or
they are not Lehite; hence Porter and Meldrum conclude that only
those tribes within the confines of the United States who carry the
haplotype X in their mtDNA are Lamanite. This restrictive interpretation of the remnant of Lehi, one that excludes most Amerindians in
the American hemisphere, is said by the authors to support the teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith—but Joseph Smith and subsequent
church leaders never held this restrictive view.
The earliest Mormon missionaries visited Indians in New York,
Ohio, and Missouri. Joseph Smith, Porter and Meldrum argue, sent
24. David O McKay, in Conference Report, April 1943, 17.
25. Gregory L. Smith, “Often in Error, Seldom in Doubt: Rod Meldrum and Book
of Mormon DNA,” FARMS Review 22/1 (2010): 17–161; and Ugo A. Perego, “The Book
of Mormon and the Origin of Native Americans from a Maternally Inherited DNA
Standpoint,” FARMS Review 22/1 (2010): 191–227.
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missionaries to the Indians on the borders of Missouri, not to Central
or South America:
It must be realized and accepted that the Lord knew, and
therefore Joseph knew, where the Lamanites were located and
that a remnant was left in fulfillment of the Prophecies and
Promises that are revealed in the Book of Mormon. These first
missionaries to the Lamanites were sent to where the Lord
commanded and meant them to go. There is no indication in
Church History of dissatisfaction by the Lord in their mission, nor is there any reason to think that they did not preach
to the “Lamanites” as directed by the Lord. (p. 97)
Porter and Meldrum are not merely arguing that some North
American Indians are Lamanites, a matter that Latter-day Saints
would not dispute. Rather, they mean that North American Indians
are Lamanites while other Native Americans are not. “It was 117 years
later that the gospel was taken to Guatemala. The promises of the
Savior at Bountiful to those who gathered there emphatically stated
that when the Gentiles received ‘these things’ [the Book of Mormon]
they would then be taken to the Lamanite remnant” (p. 97). This delay
is supposed to be further evidence that Guatemalans and other descendants of pre-Columbian peoples in Central and South America are
not really Lamanites, and also that those who claim that the prophe
cies about Lehi’s seed in the land of promise are hemispheric in scope
are wrong. Those who favor a Mesoamerican setting for the Book of
Mormon are deceived by “the allure and enticement of Mesoamerican
ruins and a desire for physical proof [which] seems to determine the
interpretation and interpolation of the words of the Prophet Joseph
Smith. It is regrettable that so many cannot simply take Joseph Smith
at his word” (p. 102). The authors admit the faint possibility that
Native Americans in Central and South America are descendants of
the lost tribes of Israel (pp. 189–91) or some other unknown nation
(pp. 192–93); but to their way of thinking it is essentially impossible
that those south of U.S. borders could be descended from Lehi (p. 161).
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It is ironic that a book concerning Lehi’s children entitled Prophecies
and Promises would exclude the vast majority of Amerindians who are
Latter-day Saints from those very promises. Porter and Meldrum heap
scorn and ridicule upon those who have a more expansive view of the
seed of Lehi, which would include peoples throughout the American
hemisphere and the isles of the sea. They speak with disdain of Latterday Saints for whom a Mesoamerican setting makes sense, but in
doing so they tar the Saints and their prophets with the same brush,
for no prophet restricted Lehite ancestry or promises as they do.
The First Lamanite Mission
In the early months following the publication of the Book of
Mormon and the restoration of the Church of Jesus Christ in the latter days, the Lord commanded the Prophet Joseph Smith to send missionaries to the “borders by the Lamanites” (D&C 28:9), which the
early Saints understood to mean the Indian territories adjoining the
western borders of Missouri and eastern Kansas. (By Joseph Smith’s
day the term Indian, as Webster’s 1828 dictionary shows, included
Amerindians of the United States but was also a general designation
“particularly applied to any native of the American continent.”) 26
Previously, several eastern tribes had been persuaded to relocate in
this region. This first mission to the Lamanites, in which these missionaries presented the Book of Mormon to Native American groups
for the first time, signaled the commencement of the great work in
question (see 3 Nephi 21:1–3, 7).
The lack of initial success (there were apparently no conversions,
and the missionaries did not build up the church among the Lamanites
at this time) may have signaled to the Saints that the work would be
much longer and harder than they initially anticipated.
On 14 February 1831 Oliver Cowdery wrote to William Clark, the
superintendent of Indian affairs, requesting permission to visit the
26. Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language (1828), s.v.
“Indian,” emphasis added.
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local tribes in the Indian Territories.27 Richard Cummins, an Indian
agent, wrote to Clark on 15 February informing him of the missionaries’ intentions: “I am informed that they intend to apply to you for
permission to go among the Indians, if you refuse, then they will go
to the Rocky Mountains, but . . . they will be with the Indians.” 28 In a
letter to church leaders written from Missouri, Oliver Cowdery reported news of the Navajo Indians in what would eventually become
the southwestern United States. “Why I mention this tribe is because
I feel under obligations to communicate to my brethren any information concerning the Lamanites that I meet with in my labors and travels; believing, as I do, that much is expected from me in the cause of
our Lord.” 29 This indicates that while the early missionaries wanted to
visit Indian peoples along the Missouri border, they did not see their
mission, nor the revelations and prophecies regarding the Lamanites,
as being confined to that region.
Wilford Woodruff in later years recalled a meeting in Kirtland,
Ohio, in 1834, shortly after his own conversion. Joseph Smith prophe
sied of the future growth of the church and explained that once the
Saints were able to gather to the Rocky Mountains in significant
strength and numbers, they then would be enabled to establish the
church and the gospel among the Lamanites:
He said “it is only a little handful of Priesthood you see here
tonight, but this Church will fill North and South America—it
will fill the world.” Among other things he said, “it will fill the
Rocky Mountains. There will [b]e tens of thousands of Latterday Saints who will be gathered in the Rocky Mountains and
there they will open the door for the establishing of the Gospel
among the Lamanites, who will receive the Gospel and their
endowments and the blessings of God.” 30
27. Oliver Cowdery to William Clark, 14 February 1831, reprinted in LeLand Gentry,
“Light on the ‘Mission to the Lamanites,’ ” BYU Studies 36/2 (1996–97): 233.
28. Richard W. Cummins to William Clark, 15 February 1831, reprinted in Gentry,
“Light on the ‘Mission to the Lamanites,’ ” 234, emphasis added.
29. Oliver Cowdery to “Our Dearly Beloved brethren,” Kaw Township, Missouri,
7 May 1831, reprinted in History of the Church, 1:182.
30. Wilford Woodruff, in Conference Report, April 1898, 57, emphasis added.
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The Prophet Joseph did not live to see this take place, but it is clear
that the early efforts to take the gospel to the Lamanites on the borders of Missouri were thought to be only the beginning of their labors.
The Prophet and the Saints looked well beyond the heartland region
of the United States to the West and the South. “Joseph,” explained
Brigham Young, “contemplated the move [to the Rocky Mountains]
for years before it took place, but he could not get here, for there was a
watch placed upon him continually to see that he had no communication with the Indians.” 31 After the Saints’ removal to Iowa and Illinois,
the Prophet attempted to foster good relations with local Indians, but
these efforts again did not result in the establishment of the church
among them. Continually harassed by his enemies and limited in
what he could publicly say and do so as not to arouse suspicion and
further persecution, the Prophet was unable to actively pursue direct
missionary efforts to the Lamanites, although he laid the foundation
for the work of the restoration that would lead to the gathering and
redemption of Lehi’s descendants.32 “Could we have preached to the
Lamanites, if we had staid in Nauvoo?” Brigham Young, in 1853, gave
an answer: “No, we could not; but the people have driven us to a place
where we can do much more good, than we could have accomplished
by remaining in Nauvoo; they have driven us into the midst of the
Lamanites, where we can preach the Gospel unto them.” 33
The 1845 Proclamation of the Twelve Apostles
In a revelation given to the Prophet Joseph Smith on 19 January
1841, now known as section 124 of the Doctrine and Covenants, the
Lord commanded that a proclamation be written to all the kings and
rulers of the world. “Let it be written in the spirit of meekness and by
31. Brigham Young, in Journal of Discourses, 4:41 (31 August 1856).
32. Ronald K. Esplin, “ ‘A Place Prepared’: Joseph, Brigham, and the Quest for
Promised Refuge in the West,” in Window of Faith: Latter-day Saint Perspectives on
World History, ed. Roy A. Prete (Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University,
2005), 71–95; and Ronald W. Walker, “Seeking the ‘Remnant’: The Native American
During the Joseph Smith Period,” Journal of Mormon History 19/1 (Spring 1993): 1–33.
33. Brigham Young, 9 October 1853, Millennial Star, 25 March 1854, 187–89, accessed
30 August 2010, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/u?/MStar,5938.
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the power of the Holy Ghost, which shall be in you at the time of the
writing of the same ” (D&C 124:4). Although several aborted attempts
were made, this commandment could not be fulfilled until a year after
the death of Joseph Smith with the 1845 “Proclamation of the Twelve
Apostles.” 34 In it they state:
We also bear testimony that the “Indians” (so called)
of North and South America are a remnant of the tribes of
Israel; as is now made manifest by the discovery and revelation of their ancient oracles and records.
And that they are about to be gathered, civilized, and
made one nation in this glorious land.
They will also come to the knowledge of their forefathers,
and of the fulness of the gospel; and they will embrace it, and
become a righteous branch of the house of Israel.35
This 1845 proclamation is doctrinally significant in that it represents
the united testimony of the Twelve Apostles, who were at the time the
presiding quorum of the church, and it is clear that they viewed the
Native Americans of both North and South America as the remnant
of the people spoken of in the Book of Mormon.
Subsequent Lamanite Missions
In 1851, seven years after the death of Joseph Smith, Parley P.
Pratt, the apostle presiding over the Pacific Mission, traveled to South
America, where he labored for nearly six months in Chile. His auto
biography shows that he and other church leaders considered the native peoples of South America to be the seed of Lehi. In a letter to
President Brigham Young, Pratt wrote:
34. Lyndon W. Cook, The Revelations of the Prophet Joseph Smith (Provo, UT:
Seventy’s Mission Bookstore, 1981), 243.
35. Proclamation of the Twelve Apostles of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints. To All the Kings of the World; To the President of the United States of America; To
the Governors of the several States; And to the Rulers and People of all Nations (New York:
6 April 1845), 2–3, emphasis added.
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Should Peru sustain her liberties, a field is opened in the
heart of Spanish America, and in the largest, best informed
and most influential city and nation of South America, for the
Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the fulness of the Gospel to
be introduced.
Four-fifths, or perhaps nine-tenths of the vast population
of Peru, as well as of most other countries of Spanish America,
are of the blood of Lehi.36
Even though he was unable to continue his labors there for more than
six months due to limited resources and political instability in the
region, the apostle was able to gain knowledge and experience that
would be useful to future missionaries. Pratt was undaunted by his
lack of immediate success: “I feel to labor with patience, and to take
time to prepare the way before me and before those who will, in due
time, be sent unto them in power; knowing that God, who has said
certain things, will cause those things to be performed in due time.”37
With this end in mind, he learned Spanish and began to encourage
other Saints in California and elsewhere to do the same. Pratt served
faithfully as an apostle until his death in 1857.
Early efforts to take the gospel to the Native American peoples of
the American Southwest are well known. Latter-day Saint settlements
along the Little Colorado in northern Arizona and New Mexico for
years were considered part of the Lamanite mission. In addition to
preaching to Native American peoples of the Southwest, these early
colonies helped prepare the way for further efforts to carry the message of the restoration southward to Mexico and Central America. In
1883 apostle Brigham Young Jr. told the Saints living in settlements
along the Little Colorado, “The time is now come to preach to the
Lamanites. The leaders of the Church have in view the 5,000,000 of
36. Parley P. Pratt to Brigham Young, 13 March 1852, in Parley P. Pratt, Autobiography
of Parley P. Pratt (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1985), 368, emphasis added.
37. Parley P. Pratt to Brigham Young, 13 March 1852, in Pratt, Autobiography, 369,
emphasis added.
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Lamanites located in Mexico.” 38 Toward this end, Mormon settlements were eventually established in northern Mexico during the
late nineteenth century. Efforts to take the gospel to Latin America
were hindered for a time by political instability, limited resources, and
persecution of the church by the United States government.39 Church
leaders, however, did not forget their mission to carry the gospel to all
the children of Lehi. Addressing the Saints in 1923, Elder Melvin J.
Ballard testified:
For this very purpose, therefore, were these plates preserved,
to bring to pass the redemption of the children of father Lehi,
known in North and South America, in Central America, and
in Mexico, as the American Indians and some of the natives
upon the isles of the sea. . . . I wish to bear witness to you
that their redemption shall come, and that the day of their
redemption is near at hand, when these thousands, yea these
millions of Lamanites on this Western Continent who have
the blood of Lehi in their veins, or of his descendants, shall
be touched by the power of the Almighty, and the day of their
redemption, when it does come, will be one of power.40
In 1925, seventy-four years after Parley Pratt’s earlier mission, Elder
Ballard was sent by the First Presidency of the church to South America
to dedicate that land for the preaching of the gospel. On Christmas
Day in 1925, Elder Ballard and several other brethren met together at
a park in Buenos Aires, Argentina, where he offered that prayer:
And we also pray that we may see the beginning of the fulfilment of thy promises contained in the Book of Mormon to the
Indian of this land, who is a descendant of Lehi, millions of
whom reside in this country, who have long been downtrod38. Minutes of Eastern Arizona Stake Conferences, 1883–1885, 25 March 1883, in
Charles W. Peterson, Take Up Your Mission: Mormon Colonizing Along the Little Colorado
River 1870–1900 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1973), 216.
39. F. LaMond Tullis, Mormons in Mexico (Logan, UT: Utah State University Press,
1987).
40. Melvin J. Ballard, in Conference Report, October 1923, 28–29.
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den, and have borne many afflictions and suffered because
of sin and transgression, even as the prophets of the Book of
Mormon did foretell. But thou didst inspire these prophets
to promise their descendants that thou wouldst bring forth,
in the latter days, the records of their fathers; and that when
these records were presented to their children, they would begin to believe, and when they would do this, thy favor would
return to them; and then thou wouldst remember the promises made to their fathers, that if their descendants would repent and receive the gospel, they would begin to be prospered
and blessed on the land and would again become a white and
delightsome people. O Father, let thy Spirit work upon them,
and manifest the truth of these things unto them, as we, and
thy servants who shall follow us, shall bear witness of thy precious promises unto this branch of the house of Israel.41
Elder Ballard wrote that in this meeting
each of the brethren spoke briefly concerning their mission
here, and of their willingness to do their best to establish this
mission; of their perfect love for one another, and for the work
of the Lord. They blessed one another, and felt that, as the
result of opening this mission, many Europeans in this land
would receive the gospel, but that ultimately the great import
of the mission would be to the Indians, the descendants of
father Lehi, and that this was a momentous day. A wonderful
spirit was present, which visibly affected us all, and our joy
expressed in tears was manifest.42
At a subsequent meeting, Elder Ballard prophesied that
work will go slowly for a time just as an oak grows slowly from
an acorn—not shoot up in a day as does the sunflower that
grows quickly and thus dies. Thousands will join here; it will
41. Melvin J. Ballard, “Prayer Dedicating the Lands of South America to the
Preaching of the Gospel,” Improvement Era, April 1926, 575–76.
42. Ballard, “Prayer Dedicating the Lands of South America,” 577.
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be divided into more than one mission, and will be one of the
strongest in the Church. The work here is the smallest that it
will ever be. The day will come when the Lamanites here will
get the chance. The South American Mission is to be a power
in the Church.43
Five years after offering this dedicatory prayer, Elder Ballard
continued to speak of the important work to be done among Native
American peoples and the role they were to play in the fulfillment of
latter-day prophecy.
Many years ago while doing missionary work in Montana I
was given to understand by the whispering of the Spirit, as I
wondered why the Lamanites had not been brought into the
Church at an earlier period—the Lord made known to me
that there were many things that he had to do for them before
they were prepared to accept the Gospel message. I believe
that the things the Lord had in mind are being accomplished
and that their day dawns also. I was impressed with it on that
memorable Christmas morning in 1925 in South America
when Brother Wells, Brother Pratt and I knelt in that beautiful grove of weeping willow trees on the banks of the Rio de la
Plata and dedicated the land for the spreading of the Gospel,
and the Spirit of the Almighty was upon us. We were made to
know that the Gospel message would find thousands who had
the blood of Israel in their veins in South America. Then we
saw the day when it would go to the fifteen million of Father
Lehi’s children who are in that land, and that the shackles, politically, would be broken, the day of retribution would come,
the day of deliverance, and that they would come into a full
realization of the promises of the Almighty. For, for that very
purpose, we read in the third section of the book of Doctrine
43. J. Vernon Sharp Diary, 4 July 1926, in A. Theodore Tuttle, “South America . . .
Land of Prophecy and Promise,” Improvement Era, May 1963, 358.
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and Covenants, was the Book of Mormon given, to bring
them, the Lamanites, to a knowledge of the truth.44
When J. Reuben Clark was appointed United States Ambassador
to Mexico, the First Presidency “blessed him that he might ‘do great
good among the descendants of Lehi in that country.’ The Presidency
also declared that ‘there is perhaps no other place in all the world
that should be of the same interest and importance to the Latter-day
Saints as Mexico, where the majority of the people are of Lamanitish
descent.’ ” 45 While serving as the senior apostle over Lamanite affairs
for the church, Elder Boyd K. Packer spoke at the proceedings of the
annual Indian Week at Brigham Young University. While acknowledging the Book of Mormon heritage of North American Indians,
he reminded his audience that to the south there are “millions who
have an equal claim on that destiny spoken of in the revelations.” He
contrasted the relatively few North American groups that could claim
this heritage (then about 1.3 million), with the far more numerous
people of Mexico, Yucatán, Guatemala, and South America. “In all
. . . there are seventy-five million six hundred thousand who share
in your birthright, of whom thirty-one million nine hundred ninety
thousand are pure Indians.” 46
Spencer W. Kimball repeatedly spoke of the relationship of
Amerindian peoples to Book of Mormon prophecy:
44. Melvin J. Ballard, in Conference Report, April 1930, 156. “To the descendants
of Father Lehi, who have suffered so long, for whom we received the precious record of
the Book of Mormon,—it did not come to us for our sake, it was committed into our
hands to hold in custody for these millions who are in Mexico, Central America and
South America—their day must come. It is coming, and I see the hand of God preparing
for their deliverance. But you, you must lead the way.” Melvin J. Ballard, in Conference
Report, April 1938, 44.
45. Blessing given to J. Reuben Clark Jr., 6 November 1930, First Presidency
Letterbooks, LDS Church Archives, cited in Unto Every Nation: Gospel Light Reaches
Every Land, ed. Donald Q. Cannon and Richard O. Cowan (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
2003), 249.
46. Boyd K. Packer, from an untitled address to an Indian student assembly during
BYU Indian Week, February 1979, cited in Armand L. Mauss, All Abraham’s Children:
Changing Mormon Conceptions of Race and Lineage (Urbana and Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 2003), 96.
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I should like to address my remarks to you, our kinsmen of
the isles of the sea and the Americas. Millions of you have
blood relatively unmixed with gentile nations. Columbus
called you “Indians,” thinking he had reached the East Indies.
Millions of you are descendants of Spaniards and Indians, and
are termed “mestizos,” and are called after your countries, for
instance: Mexicans in Mexico; Guatemalans in Guatemala;
Chilianos in Chile.
You Polynesians of the Pacific are called Samoan or
Maori, Tahitian or Hawaiian, according to your islands. There
are probably sixty million of you on the two continents and
on the Pacific Islands, all related by blood ties.
The Lord calls you “Lamanites.” 47
The term Lamanite includes all Indians and Indian mixtures,
such as the Polynesians, the Guatemalans, the Peruvians, as
well as the Sioux, the Apache, the Mohawk, the Navajo, and
others. It is a large group of great people. . . . There are no
blessings, of all the imaginable ones, to which you are not entitled—you, the Lamanites—when you are righteous. You are
of royal blood, the children of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph,
and Lehi.48
In 1977, as president of the church, he spoke of revelation he had received years before about the future of Lehi’s people in Mexico and
elsewhere:
I was in Arizona at the temple. As I thought and prayed and
studied, I had what I thought was a dream, maybe a vision.
There were many Mexican people in the temple on that same
day. As I looked into the future, I saw that the Lamanites were
going to grow and develop.49
47. Spencer W. Kimball, “To You . . . Our Kinsmen,” Improvement Era, December
1959, 938.
48. Spencer W. Kimball, “Of Royal Blood,” Ensign, July 1971, 7, 10.
49. Kimball, Official Reports of the Monterrey Mexico Area Conference, 3.
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When I was in Mexico in 1946, I was dreaming for the people
of Mexico. I had a dream of your progress and development.
Now, this is precisely what I dreamed; this was my vision for
the people of the Lamanites. I got up from my bed and wrote
my dream. Maybe it was a vision rather than a dream. This is
what I wrote:
As I looked into the future, I saw the Lamanites from the
isles of the sea and the Americas rise to a great destiny. I saw
great numbers of Lamanites and Nephites in beautiful homes
that have all the comforts that science can afford.
I could see you children of Lehi with your herds and
flocks on a thousand hills. . . .
I saw the Church growing with rapid strides, and I saw
them organized in wards and stakes. (I think there was not
a single stake or ward in all of Mexico when I dreamed this
dream.) I saw a temple of God and expect to see it filled with
men and women and young people.50
More recently, President Gordon B. Hinckley spoke of visiting with
Native American Saints in a conference in Window Rock, Arizona:
It was difficult to hold back the tears as we mingled with these
sons and daughters of Father Lehi. In my imagination I have
seen him weeping for his progeny who for so long have walked
in poverty and pain.
50. Spencer W. Kimball, Official Reports of the Mexico City Area Conference of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, held in the Sports Palace in Mexico City,
Mexico, February 13, 1977 (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints: 1978), 31. The promises concerning the descendants of Lehi are not confined to
those on the lands of North and South America either, but include many who are upon
the isles of the sea. Elder Mark E. Peterson taught, “As Latter-day Saints we have always
believed that the Polynesians are descendants of Lehi and blood relatives of the American
Indians, despite the contrary theories of other men” (in Conference Report, April 1962,
112). Elder Howard W. Hunter likewise stated: “It has been the position of the Church
that Polynesians are related to the American Indians as descendants of Father Lehi, having migrated to the Pacific from America. . . . Our belief in this regard is scriptural (see
Alma 63:4–10)” (Howard W. Hunter, “Islands of the Pacific,” Beneficial Life Insurance
Company Convention, Waikokloa, Hawaii, 19 July 1984; reprinted in The Teachings of
Howard W. Hunter, ed. Clyde J. Williams [Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1997], 57).
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But the shackles of darkness are falling. Some of them
now are men and women of achievement. They have partaken
of the fruits of education. They have come to know and love
the gospel. They have become pure and delightsome.
But there is so much more to do among them. Alcohol
and drugs literally destroy many of them. We must do more
to help. As I look to the future, I envision the Spirit of the Lord
being poured out upon these people. Education will unlock
the door of opportunity, and the gospel will bring new light
and understanding into their lives.
We have been with thousands of these wonderful people
in South America. . . . Our missionaries are working with
these good people, bringing the light of the everlasting gospel
into their lives. . . .
These are strong and wonderful Latter-day Saints in
whose hearts beat the same testimonies of Jesus and this work
as beat in yours.51
In 1996 Elder Henry B. Eyring spoke of the importance of parents
sharing their testimonies of the truth with their children. He spoke
of meeting missionaries from South America and being “nearly overwhelmed with the confirmation that these children of Father Lehi
and of Sariah were there in the Lord’s service because our Heavenly
Father honors his promises to families. To nearly his last breath, Lehi
taught and testified and tried to bless his children. Terrible tragedy
came among his descendants when they rejected his testimony, the
testimonies of other prophets, and of the scriptures. But in the eyes
and faces of those missionaries I felt confirmation that God has kept
His promises to reach out to Lehi’s covenant children and that He will
reach out to ours.” 52 Elder C. Scott Grow, who recently served in the
Mexico North Area Presidency, noted the remarkable growth of the
church in that country over the last several decades:
51. Gordon B. Hinckley, in Conference Report, October 1997, 91.
52. Henry B. Eyring, in Conference Report, April 1996, 88.
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The Mexico of today is much different from that of 36 years
ago. . . . Mexico has 200 stakes and a million members of the
Church. Many stake and ward leaders are highly educated
and financially secure. Thousands of young men and women
from Mexico are serving full-time missions.
Truly the vision seen by Lehi and interpreted by Nephi
is coming to pass. “And at that day shall the remnant of our
seed know that they are of the house of Israel, and that they
are the covenant people of the Lord; and then shall they know
and come to the knowledge of their forefathers, and also to the
knowledge of the gospel of their Redeemer, which was ministered unto their fathers by him; wherefore, they shall come to
the knowledge of their Redeemer [1 Nephi 15:14].”
Truly the people of Mexico and other Latin American
countries are among the descendants of prophets. The Book
of Mormon is their inheritance. Jesus Christ did minister
unto their fathers.
After his resurrection, Jesus Christ descended out of
heaven, clothed in a white robe, and stood in the midst of
their ancestors here in the Americas.53
The evidence demonstrates that the teaching that the remnant of
Lehi is found throughout the Americas was not just a matter of personal opinion. Many of these apostles and prophets spoke and testified of what the Lord had revealed to them about the subject.
The Covenant People of the Lord
One of the great promises of the restoration is that the Lord would
again make known sacred gospel covenants to Lehi’s seed. In this light
it is instructive to read the inspired dedicatory prayers for temples
built in North, Central, and South America. Some extracts (ordered
from north to south) follow.
53. C. Scott Grow, in Conference Report, October 2005, 34.

116 • The FARMS Review 22/2 (2010)

Cardston Alberta Temple
We beseech Thee, O Lord, that Thou wilt stay the hand
of the destroyer among the descendants of Lehi, who reside
in this land, and give unto them increasing virility and more
abundant health, that they may not perish as a people, but
that from this time forth they may increase in numbers and
in strength and in influence, that all the great and glorious
promises made concerning the descendants of Lehi, may be
fulfilled in them; that they may grow in vigor of body and
of mind, and above all in love for Thee and Thy Son, and increase in diligence and in faithfulness in keeping the commandments which have come to them through the gospel of
Jesus Christ, and that many of them may yet have the privilege of entering this holy house and receiving ordinances for
themselves and their departed ancestors.
We pray Thee, O Father, to bless this land that it may be
fruitful, that it may yield abundantly, and that all who dwell
hereon may be prospered in righteousness.54
Mesa Arizona Temple
We beseech Thee, O Lord, that Thou wilt stay the hand of the
destroyer among the descendants of Lehi who reside in this
land and give unto them increasing virility and more abundant health, that they may not perish as a people but that from
this time forth they may increase in numbers and in strength
and in influence, that all the great and glorious promises
made concerning the descendants of Lehi may be fulfilled
in them; that they may grow in vigor of body and of mind,
and above all in love for Thee and Thy Son, and increase in
diligence and in faithfulness in keeping the commandments
which have come to them through the gospel of Jesus Christ,
and that many of them may have the privilege of entering this
54. Heber J. Grant, dedicatory prayer for the Cardston Alberta Temple, 26–29 August
1923, emphasis added.
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holy house and receiving ordinances for themselves and their
departed ancestors.55
Thou didst acknowledge the role of the Lamanite, especially in this temple, and numerous of the sons and daughters
of Lehi have found in these sacred precincts peace, knowledge
and solace to their souls.
Through this nearly half century millions of people have
seen and have been caused to wonder and deliberate on the
sacred purposes of such a structure. Through these gates and
doors, by these sparkling pools, people have walked and loved
and gloried. They have wept with joy. They have watched the
shrubs and trees grow from spindling plantings to maturity,
covered with green verdure and golden fruit to bring joy and
gladness. . . .
We are grateful, our Father, that in these years have come
to this temple numerous of Thy beloved Indian people of many
tribes in their newly discovered way of life. Many children of
Lehi have traveled long distances from other lands at great expense and sacrifice, especially in the borders of old Mexico, and
numerous families have been welded together for eternity. . . .
We are grateful for the preservation of the sacred records
from which the Book of Mormon came to the Lamanites and
to us with all its glorious untrammeled truths, to show to the
House of Israel “. . . that they may know the covenants of the
Lord . . . and also to the convincing of the Jew and Gentile that
Jesus is the Christ, the Eternal God.” . . .
Our Father in heaven, our hearts go out to the Lamanites,
Thy chosen of Israel. Give them listening ears and understanding hearts. Let them believe that they may commune
with Thee and rid themselves of all “other gods” and superstitions and fears; let them grow mighty in Thy cause. Bless them
that they may know Thy covenants, that they may believe the
55. Heber J. Grant, dedicatory prayer for the Mesa Arizona Temple, 23–26 October
1927, emphasis added.
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gospel and rely upon the mercies of Thy Son, Jesus Christ, and
be glorified through faith in His name, and that through their
repentance they may be exalted.56
San Diego California Temple
This temple will be used by many of the sons and daughters of
Father Lehi. We thank thee for their faithfulness. We thank
thee for this day when thou art remembering thine ancient
covenant in behalf of these thy children, from whose eyes the
shackles of darkness are now falling. Bless the posterity of
Lehi, we pray thee. Lift from their weary shoulders the burdens of the past. Grant unto those who walk in faith an enlarged understanding of things divine as well as blessings of
temporal peace and prosperity.57
Snowflake Arizona Temple
We are grateful that this Thy house will be available to the
sons and daughters of Lehi who live nearby. Let the scales of
darkness fall from their eyes and bring a fulfillment of the
ancient promises made concerning them. May this house become a hallowed sanctuary for many of these, our brothers
and sisters.58
Colonia Juárez Chihuahua México Temple
Bless Thy Saints that they may continue to live here without
molestation. May they live in peace and security. May they
be prospered as they cultivate their farms and pursue their
vocations. May the sons and daughters of father Lehi grow
56. Spencer W. Kimball, rededicatory prayer for the Mesa Arizona Temple, 15–16
April 1975, emphasis added.
57. Gordon B. Hinckley, dedicatory prayer for the San Diego California Temple,
25–30 April 1993, emphasis added.
58. Gordon B. Hinckley, dedicatory prayer for the Snowflake Arizona Temple, 3
March 2002, emphasis added.
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in strength and in fulfillment of the ancient promises made
concerning them. May there be constant peace between the
cultures and may they dwell together with love and respect
one for another.59
México City México Temple
Bless thy Saints in this great land and those from other lands
who will use this temple. Most have in their veins the blood
of Father Lehi. Thou hast kept Thine ancient promise. Many
thousands “that walked in darkness have seen a great light.” 60
Villahermosa México Temple
May Thy eternal purposes concerning the sons and daughters
of Lehi be realized in this sacred house. May every blessing
of the eternal gospel be poured out upon them, and may the
suffering of the centuries be softened through the beneficence
of Thy loving care.61
Tuxtla Gutiérrez México Temple
We invoke Thy blessings upon this nation of Mexico where so
many of the sons and daughters of Father Lehi dwell. Bless these
Thy children. Lift them out of the depths of poverty. Bring new
light and understanding into their minds. Cause them to rejoice at Thy watchcare over them. May there be food upon
their tables and clothing on their backs, shelters over their
heads, and all that which their hearts can desire in righteousness. As they pay their tithes and offerings, open the windows
59. Gordon B. Hinckley, dedicatory prayer for the Colonia Juárez Chihuahua México
Temple, 6–7 March 1999, emphasis added.
60. Gordon B. Hinckley, dedicatory prayer for the México City México Temple, 2–4
December 1983, emphasis added.
61. Thomas S. Monson, dedicatory prayer for the Villahermosa México Temple,
21 May 2000, emphasis added.
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of heaven and shower blessings upon them according to Thine
ancient promise spoken by Malachi.62
Guatemala City Guatemala Temple
Thou kind and gracious Father, our hearts swell with gratitude for Thy remembrance of the sons and daughters of Lehi,
the many generations of our fathers and mothers who suffered so greatly and who walked for so long in darkness. Thou
hast heard their cries and seen their tears. Now there will be
opened to them the gates of salvation and eternal life.63
Lima Peru Temple
We are particularly mindful this day of the sons and daughters
of Lehi. They have known so much of suffering and sorrow in
their many generations. They have walked in darkness and
servitude. Now Thou hast touched them by the light of the
everlasting gospel. The shackles of darkness are falling from
their eyes as they embrace the truths of Thy great work. Surely
Father Lehi has wept with sorrow over his posterity. Surely he
weeps today with gladness, for in this holy house there will
be exercised the fulness of the priesthood to the blessing, not
only of those of this and future generations, but also to the
blessing of those of previous generations.64
Cochabamba Bolivia Temple
We remember before Thee the sons and daughters of Father
Lehi. Wilt Thou keep Thine ancient promises in their behalf.
Lift from their shoulders the burdens of poverty and cause
62. James E. Faust, dedicatory prayer for the Tuxtla Gutiérrez México Temple, 12
March 2000, emphasis added.
63. Gordon B. Hinckley, dedicatory prayer for the Guatemala City Guatemala
Temple, 14–16 December 1984, emphasis added.
64. Gordon B. Hinckley, dedicatory prayer for the Lima Peru Temple, 10–12 January
1986, emphasis added.
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the shackles of darkness to fall from their eyes. May they rise
to the glories of the past. May they recognize their Redeemer
and be faithful and true Saints of the Most High. May they
seek learning out of the best books (see D&C 88:118). May the
enlightenment of education bring new and wonderful opportunities into their lives.65
Buenos Aires Argentina Temple
Wilt Thou, our Father, continue to bless the seed of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob and likewise the descendants of Lehi and
Nephi, that the promises contained in the Holy Bible and in
the Book of Mormon may be brought to fulfillment and our
homes and families blessed abundantly.66
Hamilton New Zealand Temple
We express gratitude that to these fertile Islands Thou didst
guide descendants of Father Lehi, and hast enabled them to
prosper, to develop and to become associated in history with
leading and influential nations among mankind.67
Laie Hawaii Temple
We thank Thee for raising up Thy servant Elder J. H. Napela,
that devoted Hawaiian, who assisted Thy servant President
Cannon in the translation of the Book of Mormon, which is the
sacred history of the Nephites, the Lamanites, and the Jaredites.
We thank Thee that the plates containing the Book of Mormon
were preserved so that they could be translated, and that Thy
words to the Prophet Joseph Smith might be fulfilled; namely,
65. Gordon B. Hinckley, dedicatory prayer for the Cochabamba Bolivia Temple, 30
April 2000, emphasis added.
66. Thomas S. Monson, dedicatory prayer for the Buenos Aires Argentina Temple,
17–19 January 1986, emphasis added.
67. David O. McKay, dedicatory prayer for the Hamilton New Zealand Temple,
20–22 April 1958, emphasis added.
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“That the Lamanites might come to the knowledge of their fathers, and that they might know the promises of the Lord, that
they may believe the gospel and rely upon the merits of Jesus
Christ, and be glorified through faith in His name, and that
through their repentance they might be saved.”
We thank Thee, that thousands and tens of thousands of
the descendants of Lehi, in this favored land, have come to the
knowledge of the gospel, many of whom have endured faithfully to the end of their lives. We thank Thee, our Father and
our God, that those who are living and who have embraced
the gospel are now to have the privilege of entering into this
holy house, and laboring for the salvation of the souls of their
ancestors.” 68
A “Movement” to What?
Those who may not closely follow the miracle that is the growth of
the Church of Jesus Christ in the latter days may be unaware that there
are almost as many operating temples in Mexico as there are in Utah
or any other nation in the world, a fact that cannot be insignificant
in terms of what the Latter-day Saint prophets and apostles have told
us. Speaking to the Saints in Venezuela in 1999, President Gordon B.
Hinckley gave an additional hint of what the future yet holds:
Where there are now hundreds of thousands, there will be millions and our people will be recognized for the goodness of
their lives and they will be respected and honored and upheld.
We shall build meetinghouses, more and more of them to accommodate their needs, and we shall build temples in which
they may receive their sacred ordinances and extend those
blessings to those who have gone beyond the veil of death.69
68. Heber J. Grant, dedicatory prayer for the Laie Hawaii Temple, 27–30 November
1919, emphasis added.
69. “President Hinckley Urges More Missionary Effort in Venezuela,” Church News,
14 August 1999, 3.
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Reflecting upon the tragic history of Native American peoples and
the blessing and promises of the restoration, can one read such words
without rejoicing? Somehow, the authors manage it: “The nations
of Central and South America do not and cannot fulfill the prophecies, nor can they attain the promises that are declared in the Book of
Mormon” (p. 89, emphasis added). The authors’ erroneous conclusions
on the nature of DNA studies lead them to exclude most people of preColumbian origins from the promises of Father Lehi and thereby discount what Latter-day Saint prophets and apostles have consistently
taught. If the peoples of Central and South America “do not and cannot fulfill the prophecies, nor can they attain the promises that are
declared in the Book of Mormon,” then what is one to make of the
declarations and teachings of these apostles and prophets and other
church leaders to the contrary? Some statements by church leaders
might conceivably be interpreted as personal opinion. Others, however, such as the 1845 Proclamation of the Twelve, inspired dedicatory prayers, and personal testimonies of revelation through church
leaders are more difficult to dismiss. In fact, such a dismissal seems
entirely unjustified, but this is where the authors’ chain of faulty and
dogmatic assumptions will lead to if accepted. These implications are
not lost on their readers. On a blog hosted by Rod Meldrum, one supporter recently wrote:
The church has been in Mexico and Central America for over
50 years (longer in some areas), I don’t see the “promises for a
geographical area” stated in the Book of Mormon being fulfilled in that country. . . . Spencer W. Kimball probably was
the most influential person in changing the setting from the
USA to south of the border. He once said the “choice land” included all the Western Hemisphere and all the islands before
Asia. And it seems like our current leaders will remain silent
on this issue because it potentially could offend many Western
Hemisphere members. It would seem like they were misled by
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people meaning well who wanted inclusion for them. . . . But
I’m with Mr. Meldrum here.70
I find such comments disconcerting. “Whatever else it is,” writes
one observer, “the Heartland movement looks like a ripple of nativism, a twitch of insecurity among Americans in a globalizing faith.”
Echoing Porter and Meldrum, the writer also speaks of it as “a swelling movement within the Church.”71 Perhaps, but if it is a “movement,”
it is clearly a movement away from the teachings of Joseph Smith and
Latter-day Saint prophets and apostles, for whom the promises and
prophecies have historically been an expansive and open-ended matter.
Unlike Book of Mormon geography, an issue on which the church takes
no position, the identity of the American remnant of Jacob is a matter about which Latter-day Saint prophets and apostles appear to have
expressed no uncertainty. The diversity of Native American ancestors
makes it unreasonable to expect that contemporary DNA studies might
prove or disprove the prophetic ancestry of Lehi’s people. Attempts to
do so are unwise and ill grounded and reflect a misunderstanding of
what those studies were intended and not intended to do.

70. Comment by Jeff H., 11 September 2008 at 6:54 pm, emphasis added, accessed
1 September 2010, http://bookofmormonevidenceblog.wordpress.com/2008/09/04/
initial-response-to-fairs-reviews-of-this-research/#comments.
71. Seth Perry, “Here Be Nephites,” Sightings, University of Chicago Divinity School,
29 April 2010.

Epistolary Form in
the Book of Mormon
Robert F. Smith

S

ome years ago, Mark D. Thomas made several hasty claims about
Hellenistic letters and about the letter of Mormon to his son
Moroni found in Moroni 8:2–30. Thomas overstated the degree of
flexibility apparent in most Hellenistic letters (ca. 300 bc–ad 300) and
even misrepresented their normal pattern.1 Having made the claim
that there are but “three types of letters in the Book of Mormon: 1) war
epistles; 2) narrative letters; 3) doctrinal letters,” Thomas stated that
only Moroni 8 fits into the latter category and that “it follows the pattern of the Greco-Roman letter of antiquity (a widely used Hellenistic
form).” 2 Perhaps this means that Thomas does not regard Moroni 10
as a kind of catholic, doctrinal epistle (among others in the Book of
1. Mark Thomas, “Listening to the Voice from the Dust: Moroni 8 as Rhetoric,”
Sunstone, January–February 1979, 22–23 (the Sunstone typesetter obviously misplaced
items 1 and 2 in Thomas’s chart). See particularly William G. Doty, Letters in Primitive
Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1973), 12–14, which shows the pattern to have
been quite rigid. Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John, Anchor Bible 30 (Garden City,
NY: Doubleday, 1982), 788ff., discusses the general epistolary format of Jewish letters
(1–2 Maccabees, Dead Sea documents), New Testament letters, Greco-Roman letters, and
private and business letters in Egypt during this period.
2. Thomas, “Moroni 8 as Rhetoric,” 22 and n. 4 (wherein the name of Norman
Perrin is misspelled), pointing out that the Hellenistic form “was not . . . in use until well
after Lehi’s departure from Jerusalem.” Though he attempts here and elsewhere to dodge
the issue, this is merely part of Thomas’s much larger effort to demonstrate that Moroni 8
(and the remainder of the Book of Mormon) is early-19th-century rhetoric and can only
be interpreted in that “original modern” mimetic light (p. 24 and n. 5).
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Mormon), nor Ether 5 as a letter to Joseph Smith Jr.3 However, if we
leave the latter two problematic instances aside (and any of a related
type), we do have at least eight letters extant in the Book of Mormon,
with mere mention of about ten others. Five of the extant letters are
purportedly from the mid-first century bc, one from the early first
century ad, and two others from the mid-fourth century ad. We can
list these eight as follows:
Moroni I to Ammoron, ca. August 67 bc4 (Alma 54:5–14)
Ammoron to Moroni I, ca. August 67 bc (Alma 54:16–24)
Helaman I to Moroni I, ca. August 66 bc (Alma 56:2–58:41)
Moroni I to Pahoran I, ca. 66–65 bc (Alma 60:1–36)
Pahoran I to Moroni I, ca. 66–65 bc (Alma 61:2–21)
Giddianhi to Lachoneus I, ca. 12–13 ad (3 Nephi 3:2–10)
Mormon II to Moroni II, mid-fourth century ad (Moroni
8:2–30)
8. Mormon II to Moroni II, ca. 366 ad (Moroni 9:1–26)

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

The first six of these letters stem from a particular cultural era of
less than a century, are written by high officials during wartime, and
seem to follow a standard format. That any letter might be expected
to have an introduction, a main body, and a conclusion is, of course,
not to the point. Only a further breakdown of a letter can provide
meaningful comparative data.5 Let us then make a close examination.
The most noticeable thing about the first six Book of Mormon letters—despite the possible absence of the formal address due to the
3. The late J. N. Washburn listed and analyzed the letters in his book The Contents,
Structure and Authorship of the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1954), 108–
11. See also Robert K. Thomas, “A Literary Analysis of the Book of Mormon” (BA thesis,
Reed College, 1947), 80–82 (while he was BYU Academic Vice-President, the late Dr.
Thomas urged me to do this analysis of Book of Mormon letters).
4. I here follow the precision dating employed throughout FARMS’s Book of
Mormon Critical Text, 2nd ed., 3 vols. (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1986–87), and fully explained
at 3:1321–30 (appendixes 7 and 8).
5. Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity, 27, specifically argues that any communication must have such divisions and that only by further subdividing these features can
any sort of analysis be made. Had Mark Thomas tried the more detailed analysis offered
by Doty, he might have reached more accurate conclusions (see especially Doty’s chart of
Pauline letters on p. 43).
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narrative context in which they are embedded—is that they never violate the ancient Hittite-Syrian, Neo-Assyrian, Amarna, and Hebrew
format in which the superior correspondent is always listed first.6 This
is not a feature of letter writing in either the Hellenistic letters 7 cited
by Thomas or in letters contemporary with Joseph Smith, even though
the rule continued to apply in Jewish letters down to the time of Bar
Kokhba in the second century ad.8 Moreover, even though Brent
Knutson’s thorough 1970 analysis demonstrated that no assured preexilic biblical letter can be shown to unambiguously follow this part of
the form (no doubt due to the narrative context into which the letters
were placed),9 preexilic nonbiblical Hebrew examples from Lachish
6. The few letters of King Rib-Addi of Byblos to the Pharaoh (Amarna letters
74–76, 78–79, 81, 83, 89, 91–92) listed by F. Brent Knutson in “Literary Parallels between
the Texts of Le Palais Royal d’Ugarit IV and the Hebrew Bible” (PhD diss., Claremont
Graduate School, 1970), 184 n. 2, are not really an exception since Rib-Addi no doubt
pretended to be an equal of the Pharaoh. The format allowed a sender to be listed first
if he were equal in rank to the recipient. Shifts of person are also important in ancient
Hittite and Aramaic treaties (Moshe Greenberg, “The Design and Themes of Ezekiel’s
Program of Restoration,” Interpretation 38/2 [1984]: 186–87). Otherwise, Lachish Letter
3 is the only Hebrew letter not following this standard format, but only because it was
written by a nearly illiterate soldier (William Schniedewind, “Sociolinguistic Reflections
on the Letter of a ‘Literate’ Soldier,” Zeitschrift für Althebräistik 13 [2000]: 157–67). The
non-Semitic Sumerian form was always “To . . . from” regardless of rank, as can be seen
in Samuel Noah Kramer, The Sumerians: Their History, Culture, and Character (Chicago:
University of Chicago, 1963), 331–35. The same is true of most Mesopotamian and
Hellenistic letters. See Howard M. Teeple, The Historical Approach to the Bible (Evanston,
IL: Religion and Ethics Institute, 1982), 188, citing G. Adolf Deissmann, Light from the
Ancient East (London, 1910), and Bible Studies (Edinburgh, 1901), 24.
7. Compare Stanley K. Stowers, Letter Writing in Greco-Roman Antiquity
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 41 and passim; and Robert Ussher, “Letter Writing,”
in Civilization of the Ancient Mediterranean: Greece and Rome, ed. Michael Grant and
Rachel Kitzinger (New York: Scribner’s, 1988), 3:1576.
8. Knutson, “Literary Parallels,” 182–83, 185–86, and n. 1 on 183 and 186, includes
Ezra 4:11 and 7:12, Daniel 3:31, 1 Maccabees 15:2, 2 Maccabees 11:27 (etc.), Jewish letters found in Egypt (citing Godfrey R. Driver, ed. Aramaic Documents of the Fifth
Century B.C. [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965]), and some Elephantine letters (citing
James B. Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 3rd
ed. [Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969], 491–92); compare also Revelation
2–3 versus the Hellenistic pattern in Revelation 1:4–6 (Biblical Archaeology Review 19/3
[May–June 1993]: 33).
9. Compare Genesis 32:4–5; Numbers 20:14; Judges 11:14–15; 1 Samuel 25:6–7; 2
Samuel 11:14–15; 12:27–28; 1 Kings 5:16–17; 20:2–3, 9; 21:9–10; 2 Kings 5:6–7; 10:2–3,
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and Tel Arad do show adherence to this requirement.10 More examples
have since been discovered,11 which merely serve to verify the strength
of this traditional form throughout the Hittite Empire and beyond.
The upshot is, of course, that Joseph Smith had no way of knowing
about this ancient epistolary form.
In the Book of Mormon letters, of course, some changes in epistolary form took place in the more than five hundred years since Lehi left
Jerusalem, but certain essentials remained. Rather than have the superior-inferior sequence always at the formal opening, five of the first six
letters simply have the superior at the beginning and list the inferior at
6; 19:10–13 (= Isa 37:10–13); 2 Chronicles 2:11–15; 21:12–15; 30:1; 32:9–10; Jeremiah
2:5–9; 29:1–23, 24–32; Nehemiah 6:6–7; Esther 1:22; 3:13; 9:21. See the analyses of Jack
R. Lundbom, Jeremiah: A Study in Ancient Hebrew Rhetoric (Missoula, MT: Society of
Biblical Literature, 1975), 70, 104–7; Meindert Dijkstra, “Prophecy by Letter (Jeremiah
Xxix 24–32),” Vetus Testamentum 33 (1983): 319–22; William L. Holladay, “God Writes a
Rude Letter (Jeremiah 29:1–23),” Biblical Archaeologist 46/3 (1983): 145–46; and Dennis
Pardee, “Letters (Hebrew),” in Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman (New
York: Doubleday, 1992), 4:282–85.
10. See Knutson, “Literary Parallels,” 178–94, for the full analysis; also available in
Loren R. Fisher, ed., Ras Shamra Parallels: The Texts from Ugarit and the Hebrew Bible II
(Rome: Pontificium Institutum Biblicum, 1975), 6:5–14. Knutson cites Yohanan Aharoni,
“Hebrew Ostraca from Tel Arad,” Israel Exploration Journal 16 (1966): 5–6, for the Tel Arad
letter. He also cites Lachish letters 2 and 6 in Harry Torczyner (Tur-Sinai), Lachish I (Tell
Ed Duweir): The Lachish Letters (London: Oxford University Press, 1938). See also Dennis
Pardee, “Letters from Tel Arad,” Ugarit-Forschungen 10 (1978): 289–336. Compare Joseph
A. Fitzmyer, “Some Notes on Aramaic Epistolography,” Journal of Biblical Literature 93
(1974): 201–25, including the contemporary nonbiblical Aramaic example from ʾAdon
“to the Lord of Kings, the Pharaoh” (addressed in demotic Egyptian on outside), ca.
604 bc (Saqqara Letter, Cairo Museum 86984); John Bright, “A New Letter in Aramaic,
Written to a Pharaoh of Egypt,” Biblical Archaeologist 12 (1949): 46–52; Bezalel Porten,
“The Identity of King Adon,” Biblical Archaeologist 44 (1981): 36–52; and H. Donner and
W. Röllig, Kanaanäische und aramäische Inschriften (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1973),
2:312–15 (no. 266).
11. Dennis Pardee, Handbook of Ancient Hebrew Letters, with J. David Whitehead
and Paul E. Dion (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982), reviewed by Brent Knutson in Journal
of Biblical Literature 103 (1984): 459–60; Dennis Pardee, “An Overview of Ancient Hebrew
Epistolography,” Journal of Biblical Literature 97 (1978): 321–46; Yohanan Aharoni, Arad
Inscriptions, rev. ed. (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1981); and Debra A. Chase,
“A Note on an Inscription from Kuntillet ʿAjrud,” Bulletin of the American Schools of
Oriental Research 246 (Spring 1982): 63–67; compare the Meṣad Ḥashavyahu Inscription
in Joseph Naveh, “A Hebrew Letter from the Seventh Century B.C.,” Israel Exploration
Journal 10 (1960): 129–39.
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the close (regardless of sender-recipient order).12 Thus King Ammoron
is listed at the outset of both the letter from General Moroni (1) as well
as the letter he writes in answer to General Moroni (2), although he goes
out of his way to show his superiority again at the close of his own letter.13 As commanding general of the Nephite armies, Moroni receives
the deference of his elder brother, Helaman, at both the opening and
close of Helaman’s long narrative war epistle (3). Governor Pahoran is
listed at the outset of letters to and from him (4 and 5), though his letter
to General Moroni follows the full traditional opening that Knutson
describes (“I, Pahoran . . . unto Moroni”),14 mentioning the addressee
again at the close (5). Finally, Chief Judge/Governor Lachoneus receives
a correct but unfriendly letter from the robber baron Giddianhi, which
follows the same deferential protocol by listing Lachoneus at the outset
and himself at the close (6).
Naturally, some of the war epistles delete any sort of nice greeting
or blessing—even substituting invective or threats. None of this seems
to be the case for the much later letters sent from Mormon to his son,
Moroni (7 and 8). Whether this is due to removal of the formal address
for insertion into the plates, to changes in form during the intervening
centuries, or to the very personal nature of these letters is not known.
Mormon’s first letter to his son does not even list his own name, but
opens with that of his son (7). The second letter merely addresses Moroni
as “My beloved son” (8). Neither letter closes with a name. Were we to
include Moroni’s epistle to the Lamanites and all the ends of the earth
(Moroni 10:1, 24), we might conclude that this letter at least conforms
12. The sender-recipient sequence is rigidly adhered to in the Hellenistic letter form,
and even in the more flexible New Testament usage, regardless of rank (compare Acts
23:26). See Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity, 29–30, 70–71.
13. The repetition of the superior-inferior address at beginning and end can be
found in several Amarna letters (nos. 286 and 287, with variations in nos. 288–90) and
in Jewish letters at Elephantine (Passover Papyrus), as published in Pritchard, Ancient
Near Eastern Texts, 483–91, and The Ancient Near East, Volume 1: An Anthology of Texts
and Pictures (Princeton: NJ: Princeton University Press, 1958), 1:269–74, 278. Compare
the Bar Kokhba Letters from Wadi Murabbaʿat with Simeon ben Kosebah (Bar Kokhba)
placed at the beginning and end.
14. Alma 61:2, “I, Pahoran, who am the chief governor of this land, do send these
words unto Moroni,” resembles the Neo-Assyrian letters from the king that begin with
“The word of the king . . . to B” and the like.
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to something like a New Testament catholic (i.e., universal) epistle,15
though it equally well conforms to much older biblical forms in which a
prophet of God delivers a strong message of repentance.16
Opening greetings may be distinguished in at least three of these
letters (3, 6, and 7),17 depending on the criteria applied (does letter 5
speak of “joy” in ironic fashion?), although similar salutation formulae were as common during Old Testament times as during the later
intertestamental 18 and New Testament periods. The Hellenistic greeting was often immediately followed by a remembrance and/or wish for
good health, but this was often combined with the following thanksgiving/blessing formula in Pauline letters.19 “The thanksgiving or
blessing form is used by Paul in all his letters except Galatians,” 20 yet
this form seems to be present in only letter 7 of the Book of Mormon.
Closing greetings appear to be present in only letters 5 and 7
(compare Greek Erroso and Latin Vale, “Farewell”), while a doxology
and benediction seem present at the close of letters 3, 5, and 8 (perhaps
mercy and grace in the latter might be construed as part of closing
greetings).21 This appears to be far more than the Pauline “flexibility”
claimed by Thomas as his excuse for the noncompliance of letter 7.22
These Book of Mormon letters frequently use certain transition
words to indicate the beginning and various divisions of the body
of the letter, as do the ancient Near Eastern examples studied by
Knutson. The primary transition words are And now, although Now,
15. Compare Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity, 18, 70.
16. Among others noted above, see Holladay, “God Writes a Rude Letter,” 145–46;
see also Daniel 3:31.
17. Thomas admits, however, that “the typical form of greeting is missing in Moroni
8” (“Moroni 8 as Rhetoric,” 23).
18. Knutson, “Literary Parallels,” 178–83, showing that even the letters in Maccabees
follow Hittite practice. Compare the Bar Kokhba letters with Shalom “Peace!” (charis,
ave), which Paul also used as part of his ancient Jewish heritage. Doty, Letters in Primitive
Christianity, 22, 29–30.
19. Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity, 14, 30–31.
20. Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity, 31; and Thomas, “Moroni 8 as Rhetoric,” 23.
21. Compare letter 4, “I seek not for honor of the world, but for the glory of my God,
and the freedom and welfare of my country” (Alma 60:36).
22. Thomas, “Moroni 8 as Rhetoric,” 23.
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Also, and the like are also used.23 All of the letters we list from the
Book of Mormon (except letter 6) contain And now, including Moroni
10:34. This specifically Hebrew and Aramaic characteristic is commonly used to signal the beginning of the body of the letter (as in
2 Kings 5:6; 10:2; and TAD A3.10).24
Letter 8 (Moroni 9) is also an example of the epistolary genre that
can be directly compared with the same basic material from the same
event presented as past narrative only.25 The points of correspondence
are highlighted in the following chart. Although the substance communicated is the same in both genres, note that the narrative account
contains no hint of the epistle that appears later in the Book of Mormon.
Mormon 4 (narrative)

Moroni 9 (epistle)

v. 9 many Nephites and
Lamanites slain

v. 2 many Nephites slain

v. 10 “the Nephites repented not
of the evil they had done, but
persisted in their wickedness
continually”

v. 3 the Nephites “do not repent, and
Satan stirreth them up continually”

v. 11 “every heart was hardened,
so that [the Nephites and the
Lamanites] delighted in the shedding of blood continually”

v. 4 the Nephites “harden their
hearts” (cf. vv. 6, 10)
v. 5 the Nephites “thirst after blood
and revenge continually” (cf. v. 23)

23. Knutson, “Literary Parallels,” 186–94. These are the literal (and KJV) translations
of the typical Akkadian, Hebrew, and Greek (LXX) terms. Another method sometimes
used by cuneiform scribes was the simple drawing of a line between the introduction and
body.
24. Pardee, “Letters (Hebrew),” 284–85, citing especially his own review comments
in Journal of Near Eastern Studies 44/2 (1985): 148. Aramaic examples are discussed in
Paul E. Dion, “Letters (Aramaic),” in Freedman, Anchor Bible Dictionary, 4:287–89, citing Bezalel Porten and Ada Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents from Ancient Egypt
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1986), 1:48–49 (Aramaic letter A3.10).
25. Following V. Garth Norman, “Book-of-Mormon Geography Study on the Narrow
Neck of Land Region,” unpublished Book of Mormon Working Paper No. 1 (1966, 1972,
1974), 88–89. It is, by the way, not uncommon biblically to find parallel accounts of the
same event in separate literary genres—e.g., prose and poetic accounts in Exodus 13:17–
14:30 and 15:1–21, as well as in Judges 4 and 5.
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v. 14 the Lamanites “did take
many prisoners both women and
children”

v. 7 “the Lamanites have many prisoners . . . men, women, and children”
v. 9 “many of the daughters of the
Lamanites have [the Nephites] taken
prisoners”

v. 14 the Lamanites “did offer
[many prisoners] up as sacrifices
unto their idol gods” (cf. vv. 15, 21)
v. 15 “exceedingly great anger”

v. 8 “the husbands and fathers . . . [the
Lamanites] have slain”
v. 10 the Nephites “did murder [the
daughters of the Lamanites] in a most
cruel manner, torturing their bodies
even unto death”
vv. 3, 4 anger

v. 12 “there never had been so
great wickedness among all the
children of Lehi”

v. 11 “without civilization” (cf. v. 20)
v. 13 “delight . . . in so much
abomination”
v. 15 “their sins, and wickedness, and
abominations”
vv. 17–19 brutality, depravity,
perversion

v. 21 “the Nephites were . . .
slaughtered with an exceedingly
great slaughter; their women and
their children were again sacrificed unto idols”
v. 12 “there never had been so
great wickedness among all the
children of Israel”

v. 19 “the suffering of our women and
our children”
v. 20 “horrible scene . . . wickedness . . . doth exceed that of the
Lamanites”

Since both the Book of Mormon and the brass (bronze) plates
of Laban were written in Egyptian, it might be worthwhile for future researchers to also compare ancient Egyptian epistolography to
Book of Mormon letters.26 Moreover, it is the conclusion of Anson F.
Rainey (Tel Aviv University) and John S. Thompson (Brigham Young
26. See, for example, ʿAbd el-Mohsen Bakir, Egyptian Epistolography from the
Eighteenth to the Twenty-first Dynasty (Cairo: Institut Français d’archeologie orientale, 1970); see especially his résumé on pp. 86–93; compare Edward F. Wente, trans.,
Letters from Ancient Egypt, ed. Edmund S. Meltzer (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990). The
letter from Apy the Steward of Memphis to King Amenhotep IV, for example, shows the
superior-inferior order in the verso address. See the translation by William J. Murnane,
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University) that professional, Egyptian-speaking Hebrew scribes wrote
the hieratic found at Tel Arad VII, at Kadesh-Barnea, and at Lachish
(all contemporary with Lehi).27 Antonio Loprieno of the University
of California, Los Angeles and the University of Basel added recently
that, beginning in the tenth century bc, the Egyptian hieratic used
by Israelite scribes followed its own developmental path.28 The same
professional Israelite scribes probably were responsible for the Hebrew
letters found at Tel Arad.
Since Israelites (and Canaanites) had had close political, commercial, and cultural ties with Egypt during much of the previous thousand years or so, and since this included Hebrew settlements in Egypt,
it should not seem odd that the brass plates of Laban were engraved
in Egyptian or that Nephi and his successors kept their records in
Egyptian (1 Nephi 1:2; Enos 1:1; Mosiah 1:2–6; Mormon 9:32–34).29
trans., Texts from the Amarna Period in Egypt, ed. Edmund S. Meltzer (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1995), 50–51.
27. Anson F. Rainey, “The Saga of Eliashib,” Biblical Archaeology Review 13/2
(March/April 1987): 37, 39; John S. Thompson, “Lehi and Egypt,” in Glimpses of Lehi’s
Jerusalem, ed. John W. Welch, David Roph Seely, and Jo Ann H. Seely (Provo, UT:
FARMS, 2004), 267, citing Orly Goldwasser, “An Egyptian Scribe from Lachish and the
Hieratic Tradition of the Hebrew Kingdoms,” Tel Aviv (Journal of the Tel Aviv University
Institute of Archaeology) 18 (1991): 248.
28. Antonio Loprieno, Q&A response during UCLA Extension Symposium entitled
“Egypt and the Biblical World,” 6 March 2004. During his symposium presentation,
“Impact of Egyptian Scribes and Culture on the Bible,” William Schniedewind noted
that four of the Arad ostraca using both Hebrew and Egyptian hieratic date to the tenth
century bc. This was the stratum destroyed by Pharaoh Shishaq I (compare the Karnak
reliefs with 1 Kings 14:25 and 2 Chronicles 12:2). Moreover, the Egyptian loanword
šîšāʾ שישא, which is glossed with Hebrew sōfĕrîm “ ספריםscribes” in 1 Kings 4:3, clearly
comes from Egyptian sš “scribe” or sš šʿ̻t “secretary, scribe-of-king’s-letter” (compare
1 Chronicles 18:16 )סופר = שושא, which reflects the Solomonic admininstration, and perhaps even Davidic practice (2 Samuel 20:25 שיא, LXX σoύσα, Targum šiš).
29. Genesis 12:10; Exodus 12:40–42; Deuteronomy 26:5–8; 1 Kings 3:1; 7:8; 9:16, 24;
10:28–11:1, 40; 14:25–26; 2 Kings 25:26; 2 Chronicles 12:2–9; 35:20–24; Isaiah 30:1–7;
31:1; Nahum 3:8–9; and Jeremiah 24:8 all show close Hebrew-Egyptian relations. John
Bright argues that Hebrew Sînîm in Isaiah 49:12 = Syene, Aswan, Egypt, and that Jewish
military contingents possibly aided Pharaoh Psammetichus II in his Nubian campaign; see John Bright, A History of Israel, 3rd ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1981), 346–47 nn. 11 and 13, citing Moshe Greenberg, “The Hebrew oath particle ḥay/
ḥê,” Journal of Biblical Literature 76 (1957): 34–39; E. C. B. MacLaurin, “Date of the
Foundation of the Jewish Colony at Elephantine,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 27
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After all, foreigners had been learning Egyptian since at least the time
of the Twelfth Dynasty.30 The Eighteenth Dynasty text of the Maxims
of Any (10:5–6) is very clear:
One teaches Nubians to speak Egyptian, and Khorians
[people of Syro-Palestine], and all foreigners likewise.31
So strong were the long-term Jewish ties with Egypt that Jeremiah had
to inveigh against those ties in the harshest and most uncompromising of terms. Yet Jeremiah himself ended his days in forced exile in
Egypt (Jeremiah 43–44), as had King Jehoahaz-Shallum of Judah decades earlier (2 Kings 23:34).
(1968): 89–96; Alberto R. Green, “Israelite Influence at Shishak’s Court?” Bulletin of the
American Schools of Oriental Research 233 (Winter 1979): 59–62. For extensive Jewish
use of Egyptian hieratic and glyptic art, see Yohanan Aharoni, “A Royal Israelite Seal and
the Royal Jar Handle Stamps,” Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 201
(February 1971): 35, figs. 1–2; Morton Smith, “The Case of the Gilded Staircase,” Biblical
Archaeology Review 10/5 (September–October 1984): 54 (illustration); David Ussishkin,
“Answers at Lachish,” Biblical Archaeology Review 5/6 (November–December 1979):
38–39; William W. Hallo, “ ‘As the Seal upon Thy Heart’: Glyptic Roles in the Biblical
World,” Bible Review 1/1 (February 1985): 22; Stefan Wimmer, Palästinisches Hieratisch:
Die Zahl- und Sonderzeichen in der alathebräischen Schrift (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz,
2008); John A. Tvedtnes, “Linguistic Implications of the Tel-Arad Ostraca,” Society for
Early Historic Archaeology (BYU newsletter) 127 (October 1971): 1–5; Tvedtnes, “The
Language of My Father,” New Era, May 1971, 19. In the former article, Tvedtnes notes
the use of Egyptian words written in both hieratic and in Hebrew, along with Hebrew
words written in Hebrew, all on the same seventh-century-bc ostracon (citing Shmuel
Yeivin, “An Ostracon from Tel Arad Exhibiting a Combination of Two Scripts,” Journal
of Egyptian Archaeology 55 [1969]: 98–102).
30. Prince ʾAbi-shemu of Byblos (Syria), and his son Yp-shemu-ʾabi after him, had
close relations with Pharaohs Amenemhet III and IV, visited ʾIt-Towey (then capital of
Egypt), and even spoke Egyptian well. Pierre Montet, Lives of the Pharaohs (London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1968), 62, 67; and Edith Porada, “Notes on the Sarcophagus
of Ahiram,” Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society of Columbia University 5 (1973):
355–72.
31. Text and translation of the parallel lines in Papyrus Boulaq IV (Twenty-first or
Twenty-second Dynasty) and Berlin Tablet 8934 appear in Emile Suys, La sagesse d’Ani:
Texte, traduction et commentaire (Rome: Pontificio Instituto Biblico, 1935), xx, 101; compare Adolf Erman, Literature of the Ancient Egyptians, trans. A. M. Blackman from 1923
German ed. (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), 241; and Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient
Egyptian Literature, Volume II: The New Kingdom (Berekely and Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1976), 144.
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Egypt and Canaan, Egypt and Israel—why is the connection so
important for the Book of Mormon? It should be clear from Mormon
9:32–34 that a type of reformed or shorthand Egyptian was inscribed
on the final redaction of the Book of Mormon plates. To repeat the recent observation of Antonio Loprieno, hieratic (shorthand) Egyptian
was used by professional Israelite scribes beginning in the tenth century bc and continued to develop separately from the Egyptian tradition.32 Even though the Bible never directly states that archaeological fact, the Book of Mormon claims dovetail remarkably well with
the implications to be drawn from hieratic ostraca created by Israelite
scribes. As Frank Moore Cross has said of a similar context:
A Canaanite scribe who was bilingual or trilingual, who could
write in more than one writing system, evidently was freer
to let his imagination range, to contemplate the possibility of
other, simpler alternates to the writing systems he knew.33

32. Loprieno, response in “Egypt and the Biblical World” Q&A.
33. Frank Moore Cross, “Frank Moore Cross—An Interview, Part III: How the
Alphabet Democratized Civilization,” Bible Review 8/6 (December 1992): 21.

The Covenant of the Promised Land:
Territorial Symbolism in the Book of
Mormon
Steven L. Olsen

I

n the Book of Mormon, the four most frequently used nouns by far
are people, which appears 1,774 times, God (1,681 times), Lord (1,578
times), and land(s) (1,360 times).1 While frequency per se is not a sure
indicator of literary significance, it is symptomatic of it. Robert Alter,
for example, has demonstrated the interpretive value of Leitwörter—
frequently used words and phrases that identify main themes—in the
narrative portions of the Hebrew Bible.2 By examining the frequency,
placement, and contexts of the term land(s) in the Book of Mormon,
I hope to illuminate how the authors intended this sacred text to be
read and understood. Thus this study concerns the intentional crafting of the historical narrative in light of its literary symbolism rather
than its cultural geography.
That the Book of Mormon is more concerned with spiritual than
temporal realities is supported by statements of its principal authors.
For example, Nephi states repeatedly that he records nothing on plates
except that which is sacred, focused on Christ, pleasing unto God,
This paper is an expanded version of the one given at the 2010 Laura F. Willes Center
Symposium, held at Brigham Young University on 17 September 2010. This symposium,
the theme of which was “Symbolism in the Scriptures,” was sponsored by the Neal A.
Maxwell Institute.
1. R. Gary Shapiro, comp., An Exhaustive Concordance of the Book of Mormon,
Doctrine and Covenants, and Pearl of Great Price (Salt Lake City: Hawkes, 1977), s.v.
“land(s),” “people,” “God,” “Lord.”
2. Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 88–113.
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and of eternal worth.3 Likewise, in his preface to the surviving abridgment of the Nephite records, Mormon observes that after he had completed a substantial portion of his abridgment (i.e., of the sacred rec
ords of the spiritual leaders of the Nephites from father Lehi to King
Benjamin), he “searched among the records which had been delivered
into [his] hands, and [he] found these plates [i.e., Nephi’s small plates],
which contained this small account of the prophets, from Jacob down
to the reign of this king Benjamin, and also many of the words of
Nephi” (Words of Mormon 1:3). He specifically states that the contents of this record pleased him “because of the prophecies of the coming of Christ” (v. 4), as well as other prophecies. Of these things he
testifies, “I also know that as many things as have been prophesied
concerning us down to this day have been fulfilled, and as many as
go beyond this day must surely come to pass” (v. 4). In a wonderfully
succinct purpose statement, Mormon then outlines the framework for
his remaining abridgment (vv. 5–8):
1. Interpretive focus: “I chose these things [i.e., the prophecies
and revelations of Nephi’s record], to finish my record [i.e., the abridgment] upon them.”
2. Primary source material: “[The] remainder of my record I
shall take from the [large] plates of Nephi.”
3. Editorial strategy: “I cannot write the hundredth part of the
things of my people.”
4. Structure of the finished product: “I shall take these [small]
plates, which contain these prophesyings and revelations, and put
them with the remainder of my record.”
5. Overall intended effect: “They are choice unto me; and I know
they will be choice unto my brethren.”
6. Principal motivation: “Thus it whispereth me, according to
the workings of the Spirit of the Lord which is in me. . . . My prayer to
God is . . . that [my people] may once again come to the knowledge of
God, yea, the redemption of Christ.”
Thus in order to make eternal sense of the historical records of his
people, Mormon adopts the interpretive focus of Nephi’s small plates
3. 1 Nephi 6:3–6; 19:6–7; 2 Nephi 5:32; 25:7–8, 26.
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and relies on the influence of the “Spirit of the Lord.” I have illustrated
elsewhere Mormon’s use of Nephi’s verbatim account to abridge the
vast records of his people.4 I pursue a similar thesis here:
1. Nephi defines a concept of “land” that focuses his record on
profoundly spiritual realities.
2. Mormon abridges the Nephite records consistent with Nephi’s
concept of “land.”
‘Land’ in Nephi’s Small Plates Record
The first uses of land in Nephi’s account establish the initial spatial context of the story: the “land of Jerusalem” is Lehi’s immediate spiritual concern in that his revelation of Jerusalem’s impending
destruction motivates his prophetic ministry (1 Nephi headnote).5
A key event early in his record provides Nephi the opportunity to
introduce a central focus of his narrative (1 Nephi 2:16–20). Nephi
had prayed for a divine witness that his father’s dire prophecies concerning Jerusalem were indeed from God. In response, God softened
Nephi’s heart so he could believe his father’s words. He also blessed
Nephi, promising him that he and his family would be led to a land
“choice above all other lands,” a land “prepared” by the Lord where
they would “prosper” (v. 20). Nephi’s prayer is his first recorded action in the narrative, and God’s response is Nephi’s first recorded
spiritual experience. In his seminal work on the Pentateuch, Robert
Alter shows how first actions and first speeches of major biblical
characters often reveal their personality and define their principal
roles in the story.6 Applying this literary convention to the Book of
4. Steven L. Olsen, “Prophecy and History: Structuring the Abridgment of the
Nephite Records,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 15/1 (2006): 18–29.
5. This context is also vital for the rest of the story because of its correspondence
with the traditional Jewish concepts of the territorial environment: “The Land of Israel is
situated in the center of the world, and Jerusalem in the center of the Land of Israel, and
the Holy Temple in the center of Jerusalem.” Midrash Tanhuma, Kedoshim 10, cited in
Towards the Eternal Center: Israel, Jerusalem, and the Temple, catalog of an exhibition at
the Library of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1996, p. 6.
6. Robert Alter, The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with Commentary (New
York: W. W. Norton, 2004), 158 n. 1 (also 77 n. 2, 160 n. 15, 207 n. 6, 222 n. 7), and Alter,
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Mormon, we infer that Nephi’s account will detail his being divinely
blessed in terms of a “land of promise.”
As the narrative unfolds, we find that Nephi’s record is largely
devoted to his family’s obtaining, occupying, and prospering in the
promised land. Acquiring the brass plates, recruiting Ishmael’s family, and outfitting the group with tents, seeds, and other provisions are
vital to the success of this endeavor.7 The perilous journey through the
wilderness and over the “great waters” is replete with miracles, spiritual experiences, and divine guidance (1 Nephi 11–18).
The Lord tells Nephi that after he obtains the promised land he
will know that it is only by divine assistance that the journey succeeds, implying that arrival in the promised land is partial fulfillment of God’s initial promise (1 Nephi 17:12–14). Thus it is fitting that
God commands Nephi to begin the first record of his ministry only
after the group has arrived in the promised land, and it is also fitting that the historical portion of Nephi’s record, which includes the
commandment to begin a second account of his ministry, ends with
the establishment of the society that enables his followers to prosper
in accordance with the divine promise (1 Nephi 19:1–6; 2 Nephi 5).
Reinforcing this interpretive emphasis is Nephi’s repetition of the
phrases “land of promise” and “promised land” twenty-seven times
throughout his small plates record.8
In addition to being a primary emphasis in Nephi’s historical narrative, the promised land is also a focal point in the prophecies that
he includes in his record. While he does not include all of his father’s
prophecies, he acknowledges that Lehi had prophesied that his family
“should be led with one accord into the land of promise” as part of
the general scattering of Israel throughout the earth (1 Nephi 10:13–
15). Similarly, Nephi devotes one-fourth of his own prophetic vision
to the future history of the Nephites and Lamanites in the promised
land. Specifically, this part of Nephi’s vision foretells four large-scale
The David Story: A Translation with Commentary of 1 and 2 Samuel (New York: W. W.
Norton, 1999), 47n (v. 5), 105n (v. 26).
7. 1 Nephi 4:14; 7:13–15; 8:1; 16:11–12.
8. Shapiro, Exhaustive Concordance, s.v. “land.”
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historical events: “wars and contentions” prior to Christ’s coming,
Christ’s ministry among the survivors of these destructions, four generations of righteousness following Christ’s ministry, and the eventual annihilation of his people (1 Nephi 12). Nephi also includes in
his record an extended discourse of his brother Jacob, who cites many
prophecies of Isaiah. Jacob mentions three grand purposes for doing
so. The concept of “land” features prominently in two of the three:
And now, my beloved brethren, I have read these things that
ye might know concerning the covenants of the Lord that he
has covenanted with all the house of Israel—that he has spoken unto the Jews, by the mouth of his holy prophets, even
from the beginning down, from generation to generation, until the time comes that they shall be restored to the true church
and fold of God; when they shall be gathered home to the lands
of their inheritance, and shall be established in all their lands
of promise. (2 Nephi 9:1–2, emphasis added)
Prophecies from Nephi’s record concerning the land of promise in
the last days occasionally refer to that land as “Zion,” identifying the
establishment of Zion as preparatory to the millennial “kingdom of
the Lamb,” a Nephite metaphor of salvation (1 Nephi 13:37). Finally,
at the end of his writing, Nephi reprises the major prophetic themes
that have occupied his ministry, including that of the promised land.
Through Nephi, God states, “And it shall come to pass that my people, which are of the house of Israel, shall be gathered home unto the
lands of their possessions; and my word shall also be gathered in one.
And I will show unto them that fight against my word and against
my people, who are of the house of Israel, that I am God, and that I
covenanted with Abraham that I would remember his seed forever”
(2 Nephi 29:14).
In short, the prophecies included in Nephi’s record place Lehi’s
family squarely within the prophetic tradition of the house of Israel.
They identify Lehi’s descendants as among those who would be scattered throughout the world and divinely led to an alternative land of
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promise. The possession of a promised land also links Lehi’s family to
Abraham, to whom God had promised a choice land as a
•
•
•

sign of an everlasting heritage of his righteous posterity,
symbol of an eternal covenant with God, and
metaphor of salvation.

The formal terms of the covenant of the promised land in Nephi’s
writings further explicate these three spiritual roles. The covenant itself is often repeated in Nephi’s record: “Inasmuch as ye shall keep my
[God’s] commandments, ye shall prosper in the land; but inasmuch as
ye will not keep my commandments, ye shall be cut off from my presence” (2 Nephi 1:20).9
In its formal expression, the covenant consists of two clauses of
two phrases each. The first phrase in each clause, called the antecedent, identifies the essential condition of keeping the covenant, that
is, obedience to God’s commandments. The second phrase in each
clause, called the consequent, predicts the contrasting results, that is,
blessings for obedience (prospering in the land) and curses for dis
obedience (being cut off from God’s presence).
Dissecting the structural logic of this covenant, we find that the
two antecedents exist in direct opposition to each other, while the two
consequents exist in an interpretive progression. That is, the consequent of the second clause (“cut off from God’s presence”) helps to
define by negation the first clause (“prosper”) by introducing a new
but related term. In short, the covenant of the promised land defines
the concept of “land” as the temporal symbol of the presence of God
among his people and “prosper” as a temporal representation of God’s
quality of life. In essence, the covenant promises that those who obey
God’s commandments will realize in mortality an approximation of
God’s life in heaven and will eventually attain the literal presence of
9. Compare 1 Nephi 4:14–15; 2 Nephi 1:9. This wording is repeated in whole or in
part to justify Nephi’s slaying of Laban and to focus Lehi’s final blessing of his posterity,
two pivotal events in Nephi’s record. The phrase “cut off” has strong covenant connotations, associated with the covenant’s curse. Its use in the Book of Mormon is consistent
with the covenant of the promised land and appears frequently throughout the Book of
Mormon in covenant-related contexts. See Shapiro, Exhaustive Concordance, s.v. “cut.”
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God and enjoy the full measure of eternal life. By contrast, those who
turn from the covenant will be cut off from God’s presence and forfeit his heavenly protection. That is, they will live on earth as other,
noncovenant groups, and in the next life they will be eternally separated from God. Occupying the promised land is the first step in the
Nephites’ fulfilling the terms of this divine covenant.
Formal logic also reveals additional insight about the antecedents of the two phrases as conditions or qualifications of the promised
blessings. That the two antecedents are in direct contrast to each other
means that they serve as necessary, not sufficient, conditions of the
consequences. That is, while obedience to God’s commandments is
necessary to receive the promised blessings, it is not by itself sufficient
to guarantee receipt of those blessings. While obedience is certainly
necessary to receive the blessings of a covenant, other conditions are
equally essential, for example, a righteous desire to serve God, a willingness to endure in faith to the end, a commitment to follow additional promptings of the Holy Ghost, and so on. In addition, some
earthly circumstances—debilitating accidents and diseases, the evil
consequences of others’ actions, and the circumstances of life beyond
one’s control, to name a few—may limit the degree to which a person
might prosper in mortality, in spite of his or her complete obedience
to God’s commandments. Thus the structure of the covenant of the
promised land helps us understand the nature of its promised blessings and the conditions whereby the blessings are promised.
The covenant’s explicit blessing, “prosper in the land,” pervades
Nephi’s record.10 Consistent with Nephi’s general literary practice of
following his father’s lead, Nephi has Lehi initially define the concept of prospering in his final blessing of his posterity (2 Nephi 1:9,
20, 31) and then expands and refines the concept as he concludes the
narrative portion of his record with the account of his establishing a
separate ideal society in the land of Nephi (2 Nephi 5). Here he lists
10. See Steven L. Olsen, “Prospering in the Land of Promise,” FARMS Review 22/1
(2010): 229–45, for a more detailed treatment of the concept of prospering as it is introduced in Nephi’s record and as it pervades Mormon’s abridgment. The main points of this
study are summarized here.
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nine defining characteristics of their society and twice associates
these characteristics with prospering. They include obeying God’s
law, practicing domesticated economies, preserving sacred records
and objects, bearing and raising children, securing adequate defense,
constructively using natural materials, worshipping at temples, being
industrious, and providing for righteous leadership (vv. 10–18).
Immediately following this listing, Nephi twice states that the
“words of the Lord had been fulfilled,” restating the covenants from
Nephi’s first recorded encounter with God (2 Nephi 5:19–20; compare
1 Nephi 2:20–24). He next defines the Lamanites in contrasting terms
so that they become the antithesis of the Nephites: “cut off” from the
presence of the Lord and culturally, spiritually, and politically inferior.
Nephi concludes with a summary of the objective of this covenantfocused lifestyle: “we lived after the manner of happiness” (2 Nephi
5:23–27).
Subsequent writers in the small plates expanded Nephi’s concept of
prospering in describing the Nephites for the next few hundred years:
The people of Nephi had waxed strong in the land. They observed to keep the law of Moses and the sabbath day holy
unto the Lord. And they profaned not; neither did they blaspheme. And the laws of the land were exceedingly strict. . . .
And we multiplied exceedingly, and spread upon the face of
the land, and became exceedingly rich in gold, and in silver,
and in precious things, and in fine workmanship of wood,
in buildings, and in machinery, and also in iron and copper,
and brass and steel, making all manner of tools of every kind
to till the ground, and weapons of war. And thus being prepared to meet the Lamanites, they did not prosper against us.
But the word of the Lord was verified, which he spake unto
our fathers, saying that: Inasmuch as ye will keep my commandments ye shall prosper in the land. (Jarom 1:5, 8–9; see
vv. 10–12; Enos 1:15–16, 21; Omni 1:5–7)
In summary, Nephi crafts his record in covenant-based terms using “land” as the symbol of a covenant by which God promises to pro-
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tect, sustain, bless, and eventually save his righteous children. Nephi
and subsequent writers in the small plates integrate covenant ideology into every aspect of their records: historical narrative, scripture
citation, social commentary, doctrinal exhortation, and prophecy.
The covenant of the promised land does not consume all of Nephi’s
literary attention, but it is pervasive enough to be considered a major
focus of his writings. The next section of this paper illustrates the extent to which Mormon incorporates Nephi’s concept of “land” into his
abridgment of the Nephite records.
‘Land’ in Mormon’s Abridgment
From a covenant-based perspective, the geographical details of
Mormon’s abridgment situate the narrative within God’s promises
of salvation as given to Abraham and as renewed through Lehi and
Nephi. Thus the territorial environment also plays a major spiritual
role in Mormon’s record.
Mormon’s abridgment identifies dozens of distinct lands, which
were generally named for the leader of the initial settlement group
(Alma 8:7).11 Although each contributes to the narrative in its own
way, major lands often existed in paired contrast. At the most general level of Nephite territorial consciousness, the “land of Jerusalem”
(“Holy Land”) was contrasted with the “isles of the sea,” or with the
remainder of the earth’s landmass.12 The Nephites considered one of
the “isles of the sea” to be the “promised land,” the place to which
God had led them. Most generally, the promised land was divided between the “land northward” and “land southward,” also called Mulek
11. Mormon uses land(s) 1,024 times in his abridgment (Mosiah 1 to Mormon 7).
12. The term Jerusalem appears liberally throughout the Book of Mormon and
is treated with a great deal of ambivalence in the narrative, that is, as the traditional
holy place of the house of Israel and as the wicked place that was destroyed by invading
Babylonians at the time of Lehi’s exile. By contrast, the phrase “isles of the sea” appears
only in Nephi’s writings (1 Nephi 19:10, 12, 16; 21:1, 8; 22:4; 2 Nephi 8:5; 10:8, 20–21; 29:7).
A corresponding ambivalence accompanies this phrase and its equivalents. On the one
hand, “isles of the sea” are estranged from the holy city of Jerusalem, but the particular
“isle” that the Nephites occupy was specially prepared for them by God as an alternative
“promised land.”

146 • The FARMS Review 22/2 (2010)

and Lehi, respectively (Helaman 6:10). The major divisions of the land
southward were the “land of Nephi” and the “land of Zarahemla.” In
addition, the most northern portion of the land southward, called
Bountiful, was adjacent to Desolation, the most southern portion of
the land northward (3 Nephi 3:23).13
While other named lands are part of the land southward, Nephi,
Zarahemla, and Bountiful provide the primary geographical focus for
the millennium-long narrative of Nephite occupation of the promised
land. Those three lands relate to one another chronologically from first
to last and geographically from south to north. The land of Zarahemla
is north of the land of Nephi and is occupied after continued settlement in Nephi becomes untenable (Omni 1:12–15). Similarly, the land
of Bountiful is north of the land of Zarahemla and becomes the focus
of Nephite civilization after Zarahemla is destroyed in the catastrophes
prior to Christ’s ministry (3 Nephi 8:8, 24). Even though Zarahemla
is rebuilt during the two centuries of righteousness following Christ’s
ministry (4 Nephi 1:7–8), Bountiful remains a principal focus of the
narrative until the Nephites are driven into the land northward by the
Lamanites, who are intent on their destruction.
It is in the land northward that the Nephites, like the Jaredites
before them, are annihilated as a people. Even though the land northward had been occupied for some time by the Nephites, Mormon includes the names of only one of its constituent lands and few of its
cities, besides the land and city of Desolation (Mormon 4:14, 19–20;
5:3; 6:2–6). The virtual elimination from his record of geographical
details from the land northward seems to imply that Mormon does
not consider it as important a settlement area for the purposes of his
abridgment as the land southward.
Names given to a land are generally bestowed upon its major settlement, called a city. For example, the city Nephi is the major settlement in the land of Nephi, the city Bountiful is the main settlement
in the land of Bountiful, and so on. A city in the Book of Mormon is
the primary unit of territorial identity and control. While towns and
13. Bountiful and Desolation are likely exceptions to the general naming pattern of
Nephite lands and cities.
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villages are also places where Nephites and Lamanites lived, Mormon
includes the names of no towns and only one village in his entire
abridgment, and none of these lesser settlements is detailed in any
way (Alma 21:11). That towns and villages are hardly mentioned, only
once named, and not described at all suggests that they serve the story
merely as de facto places of residence, not as places of great cultural
and religious significance.
By contrast, the way that cities are described in the narrative
reveals their ultimate character. On the one hand, geographic and
demographic size, even in relative terms, is hardly ever a descriptor of
cities and their surrounding lands. Furthermore, the narrative hardly
mentions markets, government buildings, or central squares as urban
places of significance (Helaman 7:10). City walls occasionally figure
into the story as boundaries and fortifications,14 and prisons are mentioned primarily when God’s servants must be miraculously released
from captivity due to the society’s moral decline.15 Houses and homes
are frequently mentioned, but only as places of residence, not as distinguishing features of the urban environment.16 None of these features, then, can be said to distinguish or define the essence of a city
in the Book of Mormon, because they are neither the focus of detailed
description nor the locus of essential social action.
On the other hand, the narrative regularly associates cities with
temples, synagogues, and sanctuaries. These religious structures serve
as the primary locus of religious reform, community renewal, leadership succession, and spiritual conversion. Temples are the only civic
structure specifically mentioned in Nephi’s description of the ideal
society (2 Nephi 5:16). They are also the venue for the major discourses
of Jacob and Benjamin, the latter serving also as a ritual of community

14. For example, 1 Nephi 4:4–5, 24–27; Mosiah 9:8; Alma 53:4–5; 62:21–26; Helaman
16:2–7.
15. For example, Alma 8:31; 9:32–33; 14:17–29; 20:2–30 passim; 21:13–15; Helaman
5:21–31; 9:9–14; 10:15–16.
16. For example, 1 Nephi 1:7; 3:11; Mosiah 8:4; Alma 8:1, 20–21; 10:7–10; 19:17–20;
30:56–58; 31:23; 43:45; 58:31; 3 Nephi 19:1.
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renewal and of kingly succession (Jacob 1:17; Mosiah 2:1–7).17 Christ
appears to the Nephites at the temple in Bountiful, where he also administers his gospel, performs miracles, organizes his church, and
rehearses the covenant history of the world (3 Nephi 11–22). While
not frequent, the mention of temples is so central to the story that they
must be recognized as the Nephites’ most important civic structures.
Synagogues and sanctuaries complement temples to define an urban
landscape focused on religious functions. Although temples, sanctuaries, and synagogues are often included in complementary lists of religious edifices, temples seem primarily to serve periodic ritual functions for the entire community, while synagogues and sanctuaries are
used for more frequent acts of private devotion and congregational
worship (Alma 15; 16:13; 21–23; 26:29; 32; Helaman 3:9, 14).
The complementary nature of lands, cities, temples, synagogues,
and sanctuaries suggests that the territorial environment in the Book of
Mormon is given meaning not by statistical, material, and secular criteria, but by spiritual considerations. Indeed, equating cities with places
of worship implies that cities and their associated lands are identified
in the Book of Mormon primarily as ceremonial centers.18 Even when
cities are the prime locus of military conflict, social disintegration, and
physical devastation, Mormon places these catastrophes in a spiritual
17. See Hugh Nibley, An Approach to the Book of Mormon, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1976), 243–56.
18. Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges, The Ancient City, trans. Willard Small (1864;
repr., New York: Doubleday Anchor, n.d.), and Paul Wheatley, The Pivot of the Four
Quarters: A Preliminary Enquiry into the Origins and Character of the Ancient Chinese
City (Chicago: Aldine, 1971), argue that the world’s earliest cities grew out of ceremonial centers. Joseph Rykwert, The Idea of a Town: The Anthropology of Urban Form in
Rome, Italy, and the Ancient World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976),
describes the ritual founding and design of ancient cities that imbued them with metaphysical and cosmogonic significance. Émile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, Primitive
Classification, trans. Rodney Needham (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), and
Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return: or, Cosmos and History, trans. Willard
R. Trask (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1954), describe the symbolic significance of the territorial order in many ancient civilizations. Steven L. Olsen, “Cosmic
Urban Symbolism in the Book of Mormon,” BYU Studies 23/1 (Winter 1983): 79–92,
draws explicit parallels between the territorial environment of these ancient civilizations
and that of the Book of Mormon.
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context, not a scientific, secular, political, or humanistic one.19 In sum,
while the concept of “land” has political, economic, demographic, and
social connotations among the Nephites, it is more generally associated
in the Book of Mormon with moral and spiritual significance. Whether
it involves the Jews, Mulekites, Jaredites, Nephites, or Lamanites, “land”
is considered the proper place of human habitation and the locus of
their identity as God’s covenant people.
In this sense, “land” contrasts with “wilderness.” While the Book
of Mormon usually distinguishes individual lands by names and relative locations, it includes the names of only two areas of wilderness
(Alma 2:37; Ether 14:3–4). While the word land appears frequently in
the plural, wilderness never does. Furthermore, wilderness areas are
generally described as being “dark and dreary,” associated with trials
and afflictions, inhabited by “wild and ravenous beasts,” and characterized by human wandering and death.20 Rather than being equivalent to
a desert (an environmental wasteland),21 wilderness connotes territory
that is not properly settled—that is, not distinguished by and ordered
for intentional, traditional, and meaningful occupation by a covenant
people. In short, in the Book of Mormon the concept of “wilderness”
seems to be the antithesis of “land,” the former being undifferentiated,
disordered, savage, and residual space that is not suitable for proper
habitation within the covenant-based society of the Nephites.
Nearly half of the fifty instances of the term prosper(ed) in Mormon’s
abridgment occur in the phrase “prosper(ed) in the land,” suggesting
that (1) “land” is the locus of “prospering” and (2) “covenant” is the
19. The Nephites wage war with the Lamanites “in memory of our God, our religion, and freedom, and our peace, our wives, and our children” (Alma 46:12; see chaps.
43–62). All of these motivations are extensions of the concept of “prospering.” Similarly,
Helaman 12 is Mormon’s extended lament on the persistent depravity of man as manifest
in Helaman 1 through 3 Nephi 7. Likewise, the heavenly voice that addresses the survivors of the widespread devastation immediately preceding Christ’s appearance names
the wickedness of those cities as the sole cause of their destruction (3 Nephi 9).
20. For example, 1 Nephi 5:2; 8:4; 16:20, 35; 2 Nephi 1:24; 4:20; 5:24; Enos 1:20;
Mosiah 7:4; 9:2–4; Alma 2:37–38; 16:10; 22:31. See also Shapiro, Exhaustive Concordance,
s.v. “lands” and “wilderness”; and Nibley, An Approach to the Book of Mormon, 106–14.
21. Desert does not appear in the Book of Mormon text outside of the Isaiah passages;
see 2 Nephi 8:3; 23:21.
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meaningful context of both. Supporting this notion is the fact that this
phrase and the formal terms of the covenant occur at crucial junctures
in Mormon’s abridgment, such as times of moral renewal, social crisis,
and transfer of power.22
While not all the contents of Mormon’s abridgment can be explained in terms of Nephi’s concept of prospering, the nine characteristics of prospering pervade the abridgment so thoroughly as to suggest that the correspondence between the two accounts is intentional
and foundational. Indeed, the covenant of the promised land as introduced in Nephi’s account operates as a basic principle for selecting
and organizing the material for Mormon’s abridgment. The nine characteristics serve as a measure of the strength of the Nephites’ covenant
relationship with God and help define their moral distinction from the
Lamanites.23 A further connection between the concept of prospering
and the abridgment appears in Mormon’s truncated description of the
utopia following Christ’s ministry among the Nephites. The table below shows the degree of correspondence between the distinctive features of this ideal society (4 Nephi 1:1–23) and the characteristics of
prospering recorded by Nephi (2 Nephi 5:10–18). As will be noted,
Mormon was not slavish to the precise wording of the latter; nevertheless, the degree of correspondence is noteworthy. To reinforce this
connection, Mormon specifically mentions prospering three times in
his brief exposition of the ideal society (4 Nephi 1:7, 18, 23).24
Features of Utopia (4 Nephi)

Prospering (2 Nephi 5)

the penitent are baptized and
given the Holy Ghost (v. 1)

obedience to God’s law (v. 10)

there are no contentions (vv. 2,
13, 15, 18)

obedience to God’s law (v. 10)

22. For example, Mosiah 1:7, 17; 2:22, 31; Alma 9:13; 36:1, 30; 37:13; 38:1; 48:15, 25.
23. Olsen, “Prospering in the Land of Promise,” summarizes the pervasiveness of
Nephi’s characteristics of prospering in Mormon’s abridgment and illustrates how the
covenant of the promised land informs such extended editorial asides as Mormon’s
lament on the depravity of mankind in Helaman 12. While relevant to the present study,
this more detailed analysis is not replicated here.
24. I am grateful to Kevin Neilson for this insight.
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the people have all things in
common (v. 3)

sharing wealth (v. 11)

peace prevails in the land (v. 4)

adequate defense (v. 14)

miracles wrought in the name of
Jesus (vv. 5, 13)

obedience to God’s law (v. 10)

cities are rebuilt (vv. 7–8)

build cities and temple (vv. 15–16)

people multiply quickly (v. 10)

bear and raise children (v. 13)

marriages are performed (v. 11)

bear and raise children (v. 13)

people observe the
commandments of God (v. 12)

obedience to God’s law (v. 10)

cannot be a happier people (v. 16) people live “after the manner of
happiness” (v. 27)
a record is kept (vv. 20–21)

sacred records and objects preserved
(v. 12)

In addition to pervading Mormon’s abridgment through the concept of prospering, the covenant of the promised land is also abundantly
manifest in the prophetic tradition of the Nephites. Nephi’s prophecies
that Mormon is able to witness in his historical abridgment as coming to their literal and complete fulfillment—“wars and contentions,”
Christ’s ministry, righteous utopia, and the Nephites’ final destruction—conform precisely to the covenant of the promised land.25
Prophecies from Mormon’s abridgment that go beyond the narrative’s historical frame extend the relevance of the covenant to the
end of earth’s temporal existence. The most explicit summary of these
prophecies is uttered by Christ toward the end of his three-day ministry to the Nephites (3 Nephi 20–21). That these prophecies are expressed in the context of eternal covenants is evident in his use of the
term covenant(ed) twenty-one times in this brief discourse. The covenant of the promised land is featured prominently in these prophe
cies. Christ reiterates a familiar theme in Nephite prophecy: the gathering of Israel in the last days. The gathering is to occur in two senses:
spiritually by means of conversion to the gospel of Jesus Christ and
literally by means of gathering to the lands of inheritance. The literal
25. See Olsen, “Prophecy and History,” for an exposition of the relevance of Nephi’s
prophecies in 1 Nephi 12 to the overall structure of Mormon’s abridgment.
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gathering of Israel will focus on two centers: Jerusalem in the Holy
Land and the New Jerusalem (or Zion) in the promised land. In the
promised land, the remnant of Israel will join with Gentiles, who have
been gathered in the spiritual sense, to build up the New Jerusalem
and establish Zion. Then, says Christ, “shall the power of heaven come
down among them; and I also will be in their midst” (3 Nephi 21:25).
By contrast, those who reject the gospel of Christ, whether of Israel
or the Gentiles, will be “cut off” and their cities destroyed. Christ repeats seven times the phrase “cut off” in relation to the wicked as the
consequence of their breaking this covenant. From this perspective,
the millennial kingdom of God will be an urbanized society whose
citizens are bound together by covenant and who enjoy the blessings
of eternal life in his literal presence.
Conclusion
This study has shown that the concept of “land” is central to an
understanding of the Book of Mormon as a sacred, covenant-based
record. Indeed, the Nephite story as crafted by Nephi and Mormon
is more about sacred space than sacred time. Its authors are more
attentive to spatial than temporal contexts in fulfilling the book’s
spiritual purposes.
In the Book of Mormon, land is sacred space, being defined and
regulated by covenant. Each dimension of the territorial environment—lands, cities, places of worship, human migrations, warfare,
natural disasters, social welfare, cultural identity, and so on—finds
meaning in terms of the covenant of the promised land. Lands are
identified and distinguished by their proper settlement and ordering
by a covenant people. Cities are the prime locus of territorial control
and meaningful social action and are distinguished primarily by their
sacred places of worship. Cities are also the primary focus of wars,
social disintegration, and natural disasters, which occur largely when
the Nephites break the divine covenant that otherwise affords them
prosperity. Prospering is a comprehensive concept of social well-
being, as defined by the covenant of the promised land. Mass migrations from one land to another are motivated primarily by spiritual
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criteria. The symbolism of the territorial environment also helps to
define the Nephites’ prophetic traditions. Ultimately, land in the Book
of Mormon is the symbol of a covenant relationship with God: a sign
of his protective presence and promise of his saving grace.
From this perspective, Moroni’s abridgment of the Jaredite record
serves as another witness to the significance of the covenant of the
promised land. Moroni emphasizes the promised land as the destination of this band of exiles from the “great tower” (e.g., Ether 2; 6). As
prior occupants of the promised land, the Jaredites live for more than
twenty-seven generations in terms similar to those of the Nephites.
Obedience to God’s commandments produces prosperity, and wickedness results in the disintegration and eventually the total annihilation of their civilization. Since Moroni abridges the plates of Ether at
the direction of his father, one can imagine that he does so according
to Mormon’s covenant-based orientation.
In the end, the promised land in the Book of Mormon is best
understood as more than a specific location where ancient civilizations lived and died. Although the Jaredites, Mulekites, Lamanites,
and Nephites occupied actual physical locations, the meaning of
“promised land” is not exhausted by what geographers call “geometric
space,” or empirically specified and fixed locations on the earth’s surface. Rather, the Book of Mormon equates the promised land with the
places where sacred covenants govern human relations and where the
blessings of the gospel are realized by covenant-based communities.
In short, the Book of Mormon equates “promised lands” as the places
where the plan of salvation is manifest in the lives of a covenant people. This sense of “promised land” is consistent with what geographers
call “existential space,” that is, locations whose significance is defined
primarily by experiential, not empirical and scientific, criteria.26 For
this reason the effective center of Nephite civilization could shift successively from Jerusalem to “the land of our first inheritance” to the
26. For example, “This central axis of the universe, of the kingdom, the city, or the
temple could be moved to a more propitious site or duplicated whenever circumstances
rendered this desirable, for it was an attribute of existential rather than of geometrical
space.” Wheatley, Pivot of the Four Quarters, 417–18.
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lands of Nephi, Zarahemla, and Bountiful without causing a spiritual
catastrophe among the Nephites. In short, Book of Mormon authors
identify their lands as “promised” on condition of the spiritual lives
of the residents. When the people’s lives and relationships exemplify
covenant characteristics (those circumscribed by the general concept
of “prospering”), the land is considered “promised” (a source of eternal blessing). When covenant conditions do not prevail among the
people, the inevitable curses of the covenant characterize their communities and the associated landscape.27
This study claims that the Book of Mormon was consciously
crafted by ancient prophets in a manner consistent with explicit directions they had received from God. Nephi’s first recorded spiritual experience focused his attention on a covenant-based relationship with
God defined in part by the symbolism of land. Nephi’s later visions,
revelations, and experiences are best understood within that covenant
framework, which was the foundation of the divinely directed record
of his ministry.28 Nephi’s covenant-based record integrates God and
man, heaven and earth, and eternity and time into a compelling drama
of salvation, of which his record is a small but essential part. Mormon
understood the eternal relevance of Nephi’s record in interpreting the
vast archive of the Nephites, and he fashioned his abridgment accordingly. The result is one of the few books to which God himself could
witness, “It is true” (Doctrine and Covenants 17:6).

27. For this reason, the land of Nephi lost its prior status as “promised” once it had
been profaned by the general wickedness of the Nephites during the reign of King Mosiah
I (Omni 1:12–13). Thus the subsequent effort of Zeniff and his followers to reclaim the
land of Nephi was considered “over-zealous” and foolhardy and eventually led to disaster
(see Mosiah 9–22).
28. Steven L. Olsen, “The Centrality of Nephi’s Vision,” Religious Educator 11/2
(2010): 51–65.

Hindsight on a Book of Mormon
Historicity Critique
Kevin Christensen

Review of William D. Russell. “A Further Inquiry into the Historicity of the Book of
Mormon.” Sunstone, September–October 1982, 20–27.

Every problem that normal science sees as a puzzle can be
seen, from another viewpoint, as a counterinstance and thus
as a source of crisis.1

B

ook of Mormon historicity remains a hot topic in Latter-day Saint
circles, as it should, given the implications one way or the other.
One useful way to gain perspective on the current state and ongoing
stakes of the debate is to look back at earlier phases and results. Doing
this provides an opportunity to reevaluate past arguments in light of
subsequent developments and also to consider the effect that those
arguments had on the communities and individuals involved.
In this light I will comment on William D. Russell’s 1982 article,
“A Further Inquiry into the Historicity of the Book of Mormon.” 2
Russell begins by claiming that “historians of Mormonism have
avoided considering in any depth the question of the historicity of the

1. Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd ed. (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1971), 79.
2. This paper was based on two earlier presentations, “Russell’s 1977 Presidential
Address to the John Whitmer Historical Association on preexilic Israel and the Book of
Mormon and a paper on III Nephi and Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount, which he read
at the 1982 Mormon History Association meetings.” Editor’s note to Russell, “Historicity
of the Book of Mormon,” 26.
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Book of Mormon”(p. 20). He observes that the topic is important and
therefore deserves consideration. He then offers an entire paragraph
on the importance of honesty, including the following:
The Book of Mormon is a fundamental part of our heritage,
but we are content to slide over evidence that runs counter
to the traditional generalizations that are repeated without
question from generation to generation. We seem to shy away
from honest research for fear that uncomfortable conclusions
will result. I think it is time we subject the Book of Mormon
to serious inquiry and revise our assertions about the book if
our findings require it. (p. 20)
By explicitly associating honesty with a willingness to boldly state the
bad news, he makes a willingness to bring bad news a measure of academic integrity. But there is a danger here that he does not address.
In my own first contribution to Mormon letters, an essay in Dialogue
in 1991, I called attention to a phenomenon that I called “spiritual
masochism.” 3 This happens when scholars become so fixed on demonstrating their ability to deliver bad news that they lose perspective.
When facing problems publicly becomes desirable in itself, facing solutions to those problems is seen as counterproductive.
Russell insists that we should be “willing to revise our conclusions about the book if our findings require it” (p. 20). This is a logical
extension of his discussion about the importance of honesty. I presume Russell would agree that honest scholars should welcome new
information that might require revision of their own earlier findings,
including those offered in his 1982 paper.
The tricky bit comes in deciding when, at any given moment in
time, our findings require that we revise our conclusions, not just at the
level of a specific detail or of a secondary assumption but of the paradigms that guide our overall approach and that define the communities
in which we participate.4 Russell presents his assertions as though they
3. Kevin Christensen, “New Wine and New Bottles: Scriptural Scholarship as
Sacrament,” Dialogue 24/3 (Fall 1991): 128–29.
4. I have been fascinated by just how this process works and have published several
detailed essays on the topic, drawing heavily on Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific
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are unopposed by any other notions. He seems unaware that he might
not correctly interpret what he has found. It is not just a matter of facing problems honestly—one must be mindful of the perspective used to
decide whether to treat a problem as a potentially productive puzzle or
as a decisive counterinstance. The way to compensate for our inevitable
shortcomings at any given moment is to keep as broad a perspective as
possible and to not let particular details or issues overshadow the big
picture. And this is where Russell has trouble.
Establishing Perspective?
Russell begins by briefly reviewing some essays written by scholars of the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints
(now Community of Christ) in the two previous decades. He cites a
1962 paper by James E. Lancaster on historical accounts of the Book
of Mormon translation5 that can now be supplemented and corrected
by more recent work, including Royal Skousen’s ongoing study of the
original and printer’s manuscripts.6 Russell is much exercised by the
“face in hat” reports of how the Book of Mormon was translated and
makes much of the suggestion that the translation should be thought of
as conceptual, leaving room for Joseph to express himself in the translation even if one assumes historicity. He then cites works by Leland
Negaard and Wayne Ham,7 two RLDS scholars who raise the specter
of the so-called Second Isaiah, typically dated to after Lehi’s departure
from Jerusalem. Ham’s paper summarizes “problems in interpreting
the Book of Mormon as history, such as: difficulties in identifying the
Revolutions. For example, Kevin Christensen, “Paradigms Crossed,” Review of Books on
the Book of Mormon 7/2 (1995): 144–218.
5. Later published as James Lancaster, “The Translation of the Book of Mormon,” in
The Word of God: Essays on Mormon Scripture, ed. Dan Vogel (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1990), 97–112.
6. See, for example, Royal Skousen, “Translating the Book of Mormon: Evidence
from the Original Manuscript,” in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited: The Evidence
for Ancient Origins, ed. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1997), 61–93.
7. Leland Negaard, “The Problem of Second Isaiah in the Book of Mormon” (B.D.
thesis, Union Theological Seminary, 1961; Negaard, “Literary Issues and the Latter
Day Saint,” University Bulletin 18 (Spring 1966): 21–24; and Wayne Ham, “Problems in
Interpreting the Book Of Mormon as History,” Courage 1 (September 1970): 15–22.
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book’s narrative with a particular setting in time and space, its propensity for reflecting in detail the religious concerns of the American
frontier, its anachronisms, and the use of biblical scriptures and ideas
as sources, particularly the use of Second Isaiah” (p. 21). Russell also
cites a 1977 paper by Susan Curtis Mernitz that sees the Book of
Mormon as reflecting early nineteenth-century American thought,
though she never addresses the question of whether ancient contexts
might provide comparable or superior illumination.8 He mentions
an unpublished student paper by Larry W. Conrad that observes that
while “the Book of Mormon assumes the story of the Tower of Babel
to be historical, biblical scholars hold it to be mythological.” With this
brief survey of scholarship 9 sufficing as background, Russell launches
into his own take on two additional issues: apparent disparity between
certain ideas in 1 and 2 Nephi and the thought of preexilic Israel and,
second, the supposed problematic inclusion of Matthew’s version of
the Sermon on the Mount in 3 Nephi.
Other Book of Mormon scholarship that Russell mentions in his
essay includes Wesley P. Walters’s 1981 master’s thesis from Covenant
Theological Seminary in St. Louis, “The Use of the Old Testament in
the Book of Mormon”; 10 Robert N. Hullinger’s 1980 book, Mormon
Answer to Skepticism: Why Joseph Smith Wrote the Book of Mormon; 11
and Thomas F. O’Dea’s book, The Mormons, published by the
University of Chicago in 1957. And that is it—the state of the art on
Book of Mormon scholarship as of 1982, sufficient to guide individuals and faith communities through time and into eternity. Or is it?
8. See Louis Midgley, “More Revisionist Legerdemain and the Book of Mormon,”
Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 3 (1991): 268–71; and Garth Mangum, “The
Economics of the Book of Mormon: Joseph Smith as Translator or Commentator,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/2 (Fall 1993): 78–89.
9. For more on Russell and his favored authorities, see Midgley, “More Revisionist
Legerdemain,” 261–71.
10. Jerald and Sandra Tanner reprinted this study in 1990. In the Review of Books on
the Book of Mormon 4 (1992): 220–50, both John Tvedtnes and Stephen D. Ricks offered
reviews. Many of the issues they raised have received further attention elsewhere.
11. Reprinted, with some of the anti-Mormon rhetoric toned down, as Robert N.
Hullinger, Joseph Smith’s Response to Skepticism (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1992),
and reviewed by Gary F. Novak in Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 7/1 (1995):
139–54.
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The Neglected Voices of 1982
Before considering how Russell’s arguments have fared in light
of subsequent developments, we should ask if, even in 1982, Russell’s
survey of Book of Mormon scholarship addressing the question of historicity was adequate.
The most conspicuous absence is any mention of Hugh Nibley.
In three volumes and several important essays, Nibley had discussed
the Book of Mormon in its Old World context. In 1967 he directly
addressed the Second Isaiah question in Since Cumorah, making a
fresh argument that the Book of Mormon could be compatible with
many findings proceeding from Isaiah scholarship.12 Sidney B. Sperry
had addressed the same question from another perspective as early as
1939.13 In 1974 BYU Studies published “A Computer Analysis of the
Isaiah Authorship Problem.” 14 Avraham Gileadi in 1981 published his
dissertation, “A Holistic Structure of the Book of Isaiah,” 15 followed by
his first book, The Apocalyptic Book of Isaiah, in 1982.16
Nibley’s The World of the Jaredites, originally published in serialized form in the Improvement Era in 1951 and 1952, had directly addressed the question of the Tower of Babel:
Think back, my good man, to the first act of recorded history.
What meets our gaze as the curtain rises? People everywhere
building towers. And why are they building towers? To get to
heaven. . . . That goes not only for Babylonia but also for the
12. Hugh Nibley, Since Cumorah: The Book of Mormon in the Modern World (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book, 1967).
13. Sidney B. Sperry, “The ‘Isaiah Problem’ in the Book of Mormon,” Improvement
Era, September 1939, 524–25, 564–69, October 1939, 594, 634, 636–37.
14. L. La Mar Adams and Alvin C. Rencher, “A Computer Analysis of the Isaiah
Authorship Problem,” BYU Studies 15/1 (Autumn 1974): 95–102. See also L. La Mar
Adams, “A Scientific Analysis of Isaiah Authorship,” in Isaiah and the Prophets: Inspired
Voices from the Old Testament, ed. Monte S. Nyman (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center,
Brigham Young University, 1984). 151–63.
15. Avraham Gileadi, “A Holistic Structure of the Book of Isaiah” (PhD diss.,
Brigham Young University, 1981).
16. Avraham Gileadi, The Apocalyptic Book of Isaiah (Provo, UT: Hebraeus Press,
1982).
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whole ancient world. . . . The towers were artificial mountains,
. . . and no temple-complex could be complete without one.17
Nibley had also dealt extensively with the question of the best
method for testing historical documents.18 He explored charges that
the Book of Mormon merely reflected Joseph Smith’s environment
and discussed in detail the inadequacies of such an approach as a valid
test and sufficient explanation.
Most of the essays reprinted in Noel B. Reynolds’s Book of
Mormon Authorship: New Light on Ancient Origins 19 in 1982 had already appeared in various Latter-day Saint journals. For example,
John W. Welch published on chiasmus in the Book of Mormon in
1969 and 1970, and Richard L. Bushman published in 1976 “The Book
of Mormon and the American Revolution,” showing how the Book
of Mormon failed to fit the nineteenth-century context.20 Lynn and
Hope Hilton published In Search of Lehi’s Trail in 1976.21
Aside from Nibley’s Old World approach, in 1975 John L. Sorenson
began circulating the manuscript of what became An Ancient
American Setting for the Book of Mormon, published in 1985.22 While
Russell may not have been aware of that manuscript, Sorenson’s essay
“The Book of Mormon as a Mesoamerican Codex” was available in
1976.23 David A. Palmer’s In Search of Cumorah: New Evidence for the
17. Hugh Nibley, Lehi in the Desert; The World of the Jaredites; There Were Jaredites
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1988), 164.
18. Hugh Nibley, “New Approaches to Book of Mormon Study,” had appeared in the
Improvement Era from November 1953 to July 1954 and was reprinted in volume 8 of the
Collected Works of Hugh Nibley, The Prophetic Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book, 1989), 54–126.
19. Noel B. Reynolds, ed., Book of Mormon Authorship: New Lights on Ancient
Origins (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1982).
20. John W. Welch, “Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon,” BYU Studies 10/1 (Autumn
1969): 69–84; Welch, “A Study Relating Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon to Chiasmus
in the Old Testament, Ugaritic Epics, Homer, and Selected Greek and Latin Authors”
(MA thesis, Brigham Young University, 1970); and Richard L. Bushman, “The Book of
Mormon and the American Revolution,” BYU Studies 17/1 (Autumn 1976): 3–20.
21. Lynn M. and Hope Hilton, In Search of Lehi’s Trail (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1976).
22. John L. Sorenson, An Ancient Setting for the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1985).
23. John L. Sorenson, Newsletter and Proceedings of the S.E.H.A (December 1976): 1–9.

Russell, A Further Inquiry (Christensen) • 161

Book of Mormon from Ancient Mexico appeared in 1981.24 Publishing
in 1982, Russell neglects all of these sources. He assumes that it is
obvious that the Book of Mormon is not an authentic history. This
conspicuous neglect of important, readily available material leads me
to read his essay as an example of spiritual masochism. Russell congratulates himself for having the integrity to publicly deliver the bad
news. His focus is completely negative, citing only those scholars and
issues that he can use to support his case. He fails to mention, let alone
address, the most important and most conspicuous work arguing in
favor of historicity. He never spells out the implications of his own assumptions, nor does he specify his standards of judgment.
Climbing the Sermon on the Mount
It turns out that Russell is one-sided not only in his survey of Book
of Mormon scholarship but also in his recourse to New Testament
scholarship. In 1984 Latter-day Saint scholar A. Don Sorensen pointed
out that Russell’s critique of the Sermon at the Temple in 3 Nephi assumes that a “fluid tradition” theory of the New Testament is valid and
that Russell fails to mention the existence of a “controlled tradition”
stream of scholarship that is more congenial to the 3 Nephi account.
Sorenson reports that “the fact is that the fluid-tradition theory is not
the well-established view that Russell wants his readers to think it is.” 25
Sorenson also notes that “question-begging occurs inasmuch as the
conclusion that Jesus did not deliver the sermon, on which Russell’s
challenge to the Book of Mormon depends, results from assuming a
naturalism, assuming the fluid-tradition theory rather than some version of the controlled-tradition theory.” 26
Subsequent to Sorensen’s paper, John W. Welch produced
Illuminating the Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the Mount.
Where Russell asks, “Wouldn’t Jesus have shaped his sermon to the
24. David A. Palmer, In Search of Cumorah: New Evidence for the Book of Mormon
from Ancient Mexico (Bountiful, UT: Horizon, 1981).
25. A. Don Sorensen, “The Problem of the Sermon on the Mount and 3 Nephi,”
FARMS Review 16/2 (2004): 126. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the
Mormon History Association meeting in Provo, Utah, on 11 May 1984.
26. Sorenson, “Problem of the Sermon on the Mount and 3 Nephi,” 137–38.
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cultural setting of his hearers in the New World?” Welch discusses
how “the change in setting from Palestine to Bountiful accounts for
several differences between the Sermon on the Mount and the Sermon
at the Temple.” 27 Where Russell asserts almost no difference, Welch
sees telling differences, devoting an entire chapter to the topic.28 Where
Russell sees clumsy, anachronistic borrowing by Joseph Smith, Welch
argues that “the Sermon at the Temple enhances our understanding
of the masterful Sermon on the Mount as much or more than any
other source I know. The Sermon at the Temple does this primarily by
disclosing the context in which Jesus spoke these words on that occasion.” 29 For example, Welch, drawing on the work of New Testament
scholar Joachim Jeremias, notes that “five things are presupposed
by the Sermon on the Mount: it assumes that its audience is already
familiar with (1) the light of Christ, (2) the coming of the new age,
(3) the expiration of the old law, (4) the unbounded goodness of God,
and (5) the designation of the disciples as successors of the prophetic
mission. These must be taken as givens for the Sermon on the Mount
to make sense. Strikingly, these are among the main themes explicitly
stated in 3 Nephi 9:19 and 11:3–12:2 as a prologue leading up to the
Sermon in 3 Nephi 12–14.” 30 On these and many other points rele
vant to Russell’s claims, Welch’s book is an important contribution to
Book of Mormon (and New Testament) scholarship, demonstrating
how the temple context of the Sermon at the Temple “offers answers
to questions about why the Sermon was given, what was being said,
what kind of sermon it was, how all of its parts fit together, and what
it all means.”31
27. John W. Welch, Illuminating the Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the
Mount (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1999), 129. An earlier edition, The Sermon at the Temple and
the Sermon on the Mount, appeared in 1990.
28. John W. Welch, “The Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the Mount: The
Differences,” in Illuminating the Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the Mount,
125–50.
29. Welch, Illuminating the Sermon, 15.
30. Welch, Illuminating the Sermon, 15–16.
31. Welch, Illuminating the Sermon, 14–15.
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The Book of Mormon Settings
Russell refers to Wayne Ham’s short discussion of the difficulty of
matching the Book of Mormon narrative with a particular real-world
setting (p. 21). Yet today we can plausibly trace Lehi’s travels from
Jerusalem to a good candidate for the Valley of Lemuel, then south
through various staging points to Nahom, and then east to impressive
candidates for Nephi’s Bountiful.32 But even before 1982, Nibley and,
later, the Hiltons had already begun this process of exploring intriguing cultural and geographic settings in the Old World. Subsequent
work has extended and refined their observations.
What about the New World? Russell offers nothing specific, but
let’s consider the most recent critique of Book of Mormon historicity
by Mayanist Michael Coe. In the PBS series The Mormons, Coe first
puts Joseph Smith in a category consistent with Russell’s judgment: “I
really think that Joseph Smith, like shamans everywhere, started out
faking it. I have to believe this—that he didn’t believe this at all, that
he was out to impress, but he got caught up in the mythology that he
created.” 33
The point of placing Joseph Smith in a category is that it can provide predictions and explanations for his actions. Yet as Coe describes
Joseph’s accomplishment, his chosen category fails: “He made it up
and dictated it nonstop. It’s very long, the Book of Mormon. . . . I
mean, if it’s a work of fiction, nobody has ever done anything like this
before. And I think it is fiction, but he really carried it through, and
my respect for him is unbounded.” If no one in or out of the “fraud”
category has done anything like the Book of Mormon, what good
is the category? It becomes a mere label that explains nothing. And
we still have to correlate the content predicted by Coe’s theory with
Joseph Smith and the actual text.
Coe continues:
32. For a recent summary of this research, see the entire issue of Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 15/2 (2006). Also, in general see John W. Welch, David Rolph Seely, and
Jo Ann H. Seely, eds., Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004).
33. “The Mormons. Interview: Michael Coe,” accessed 20 October 2010, http://www.
pbs.org/mormons/interviews/coe.html
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In 1841—after the Book of Mormon, actually—there was
a publication in New York and London of a wonderful twovolume work called Incidents of Travel in Central America,
Chiapas and Yucatan by John Lloyd Stephens, an American
diplomat, and his artist-companion, the British topographical artist Frederick Catherwood, with wonderful illustrations
by Catherwood of the Maya ruins. This was the beginning
of Maya archaeology, . . . and we who worked with the Maya
civilization consider Stephens and Catherwood the kind of
patron saints of the whole thing.
Well, Joseph Smith read these two volumes, and he was
flabbergasted, because what he had dictated about the ancient
cities in his mind, these were the ancient cities that he was
talking about. They weren’t in South America, as he originally thought; they were in Central America and neighboring
Mexico.
Notice that Coe has a consciously fraudulent Joseph Smith composing his text with a hemispheric setting in mind, and not even imagining a limited setting until the Nauvoo period, when he encounters the
Stephens and Catherwood volume. Here we can test the claim. What
New World physical setting does the Book of Mormon describe, if any?
Lawrence Poulsen recently examined all of the passages 34 in the
Book of Mormon that describe the river Sidon, the axis for most of
the action in the Book of Mormon, and extracted the salient characteristics of that river. He then performed a computer search of a 3-D
satellite map of the entire Western Hemisphere to find candidates that
matched the description. For a real-world river that begins in a narrow strip of wilderness that reaches from a sea west to a sea east, that
begins flowing from east to west, then turns north, and then empties
into an eastern sea, he found exactly one candidate. This turns out
to be the Grijalva, which several Latter-day Saint models, including
34. “The river Sidon is mentioned 37 times in 28 different verses with accompanying
directional and geographic information related to at least six different geographical locations.” Lawrence Poulsen, “Lawrence Poulsen’s Book of Mormon Geography,” accessed
20 October 2010, http://www.poulsenll.org/bom/index.html.
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John L. Sorenson’s, put forward as a candidate for the Sidon. For those
who mistrust computers, just look at the passages that Poulsen uses
and the details the Sidon requires. The Grijalva is the only viable candidate that meets the demands of the text. Notice that Coe’s model of
Book of Mormon composition requires that this precise match happened in direct violation of the conscious conception of the author.
Think about how likely it is to spread such an accident across thirtyseven direct mentions distributed across twenty-eight verses of rapid
dictation. And that amid all the complex story lines and discourses in
the Book of Mormon. Then, along with that happy accident, consider
the interlocking interrelations with the seven hundred other passages
with geographic information on distances, coastlines, marches and tactics, the ups and downs, a massive volcanic event. Then add the numerous cultural details.35 If accidentally getting just the river Sidon
in Mesoamerica while imagining an undisclosed location in South
America seems unreasonable, how about getting the rest of the text to
fit around the Grijalva by accident as well? Coe’s approach fails as soon
as we look closely at the text, which suggests that, for all his expertise in
things Mayan, he has not looked closely at our text.
Coe dismisses arguments by Sorenson, John E. Clark, and
Brant A. Gardner regarding how the Mesoamerican setting supports
the Book of Mormon account of the rise and fall of the two major
civilizations.36 Tellingly, Coe makes much of the disappointments of
Thomas Ferguson relative to the Book of Mormon, but he does not
seem to have grasped the implications of the very different approach
taken by better trained, more disciplined Latter-day Saint archaeologists. Brant Gardner provides a particularly striking example of the
difference that a change in perspective can bring to the questions one
asks and the evidence, or lack thereof, that one finds:
The rather interesting discovery made just a few years back was
that I, and many other Mesoamericanists, had simply made
some incorrect assumptions about the [Book of Mormon]
35. See chapters 5–7 in John L. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000).
36. On this, see, for example, John E. Clark, “Archaeological Trends and Book of
Mormon Origins,” BYU Studies 44/4 (2005): 83–104.
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text. The attempts of LDS archaeological apologetics [were]
for years focused on finding the Christian or the Hebrew—or
who knows what—in Mesoamerican archaeology.
The difference came when I started looking for
Mesoamerica in the Book of Mormon instead of the Book
of Mormon in Mesoamerica. Oddly enough, there is a huge
difference, and the nature and the quality of the correlations
[have] changed with that single shift in perspective.37
When people ask for one thing that is the most important
correlation, I have a hard time coming up with one, because
it isn’t a single thing. It is that the entire text of the Book of
Mormon works better in a Mesoamerican context. Speeches
suddenly have a context that makes them relevant instead of
just preachy.38 The pressures leading to wars are understandable. The wars themselves have an explanation for their peculiar features.39 All of those things happen with a single interpretive framework that is in the right place at the right time. Even
the demise of the Nephites happens at “the right time.”40
Against Sorenson’s correlations, Coe raises questions about horses,
metal, scripts, and the disappointments of Thomas Ferguson. He
claims that there is a stage but no actors for the Book of Mormon
story. Yet that conclusion seems to be based on the same kind of as37. This statement is a slightly modified version of Brant Gardner’s post on Zion’s
Lighthouse Message Board (ZLMB), http://pub26.ezboard.com/bpacumenispages.
Quoted in Kevin Christensen, “Truth and Method: Reflections on Dan Vogel’s Approach
to the Book of Mormon,” FARMS Review 16/1 (2004): 309–10.
38. For example, Gardner’s explanation of the reasons for Jacob’s discourse in “A
Social History of the Early Nephites,” accessed 13 November 2010, http://www.fairlds.
org/FAIR_Conferences/2001_Social_History_of_the_Early_Nephites.html.
39. For example, John L. Sorenson, “The Seasonality of Warfare in the Book of
Mormon,” in Nephite Culture and Society: Selected Papers (Salt Lake City: New Sage
Books, 1997), 155–72.
40. Brant Gardner, post on ZLMB, http://pub26.ezboard.com/bpacumenispages. In
an essay in FARMS Review 16/1, I quote Gardner on these specific correspondences at
greater length. See also Gardner’s six-volume Second Witness: Analytical and Textual
Commentary on the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2007).
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sumptions that led to Ferguson’s disillusionment, and not on those
held by Latter-day Saint archaeologists whose fieldwork Coe praises.
While Latter-day Saint archaeologists produce archaeology that Coe
respects, yet they see their findings in a different relation to the Book
of Mormon text than Coe does—because they have different expectations of the text than he does.
Science historian and philosopher Thomas Kuhn observed that
paradigm choice always involves deciding which problems are more
significant to have solved.41 Suppose that in the ongoing Book of
Mormon historicity debate we could swap currently plausible solutions
for current problems. That is, suppose we had better evidence for metals and horses, a scrap of recognizably reformed Egyptian script, and
even some profoundly unlikely DNA that somehow pointed directly to
600 bc Jerusalem. At the same time, suppose we did not have a unique
fit for the river Sidon, nor an archaeologically suitable Cumorah,
nor the rise and fall of major cultures at the right time (Olmec and
Preclassic), nor a Zarahemla candidate that explained various circumstances in the text (physical, geographic, and linguistic), nor evidence
of a major volcanic eruption at the right time, nor fortifications of
the right kind, nor a candidate for the Waters of Mormon complete
with a submerged city, nor a good candidate for the Gadianton movement, nor the other abundant cultural details that Sorenson, Gardner,
Clark, and others have detailed. Suppose that Clark had demonstrated
that the trend for Book of Mormon criticisms was moving consistently
away from resolution of questions rather than toward it. And then for
good measure, toss out all of the ancient Near Eastern correlations
from Jerusalem through the Arabian desert to Nahom and Bountiful
as well. Given that exchange of current solutions for current puzzles,
would the present case for New World Book of Mormon historicity be
stronger or weaker?
41. Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd ed. (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1971), 110.
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Russell and the Thought of Preexilic Israel
After granting that a few themes in 1 and 2 Nephi fit with preexilic Israel, Russell itemizes ten major complaints on this theme. “The
first is that the Book of Mormon anticipates the division of the chosen people into contending sects, much like modern Protestantism.
It seems inconceivable that the Israelites would divide into warring
sects” (p.22). Few scholars discover what they consider to be inconceivable. Consider the division of the northern kingdom from the
southern and the creation of rival shrines in the north. Consider the
rivalries between different priestly families in Israel and how their
fortunes and influence depended on which group received royal endorsements.42 Look at the priestly opponents faced by prophets such
as Jeremiah (Jeremiah 23:21–22) and Ezekiel (Ezekiel 22:25–26). Look
at the upheaval caused by the reforms of Josiah during Lehi’s time in
Jerusale (2 Kings 23:20). Look at the contradictory passages within the
Bible itself on such topics as whether Moses saw God (Exodus 24:9–11
vs. Deuteronomy 4:12) and whether the sacred calendar includes the
Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16:29–30 vs. Deuteronomy 16, which
mentions only Passover, Pentacost, and Tabernacles). Look at the sectarianism implied by the existence of the Samaritans and also at the
differences between Dead Sea Scrolls Judaism and that which emerged
from the Roman wars. I find the Book of Mormon description of the
rise of contending sects in general to be quite characteristic of religious people in every age and time.
With regard to specific issues in context, I find that Sherem’s arguments against Jacob (Jacob 7) correspond neatly to the Deuteronomist
arguments against the first temple. Jacob 4 exactly specifies first temple
attitudes that the reformers targeted. Jacob 4:14 points directly at the
Jerusalem reformers, whose explicit rejection of revelation explains
the “blindness” that Jacob refers to and whose removal of the Day of
Atonement from the sacred calendar shows that they were looking
beyond the “mark” that both designated and named the anointed high
42. See, for example, Richard Elliot Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? (New York:
Harper and Row, 1987), 47–48.
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priests. The debates in Jacob, far from reflecting Joseph Smith’s background, make good sense as emerging from the conflicts that raged in
Lehi’s Jerusalem.43
Russell complains that Nephi refers to “the Jews” as though he is
talking about a people other than his own (p. 22). Nibley had dealt with
this question in his 1953 Improvement Era series, “New Approaches to
Book of Mormon Study”: “Throughout history, the determining factor
of what makes one a Jew has always been some association with the
geographical area of Judaea, and since ‘Lehi. . . dwelt at Jerusalem in
all his days’ (1 Nephi 1:4), the best possible designation for him is Jew,
regardless of his ancestry. . . . The Lachish letters distinguish between
the Jews of the country and the Jews of the city, and this distinction is
also found in Nephi’s account.” 44
Russell also complains that “in the Book of Mormon the ‘Gentiles’
become part of the House of Israel by belief. It wasn’t until long after
the Diaspora that the Jewish people began allowing the incorporation
of persons not Jewish by birth into the Jewish community by proselyte
baptism. The Book of Mormon notion of Gentiles becoming part of
the House of Israel by belief seems to be a Pauline concept found in
the New Testament” (p. 22). This argument overlooks this famous passage: “Intreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after
thee: for whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will
lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God” (Ruth
1:16). Further, Brant Gardner recently observed that Jacob’s discourse
in 2 Nephi 6 and 10 deals with adoption into the covenant, based on
Isaiah’s prophecies on the topic.45
The next element on Russell’s list of issues is this: “The Messianic
expectation in the Book of Mormon is another problem.”
43. See my study “The Temple, the Monarchy, and Wisdom: Lehi’s World and the
Scholarship of Margaret Barker,” in Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, ed John W. Welch,
David Rolph Seely, and Jo Ann H. Seely (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004), 449–522.
44. High Nibley, The Prophetic Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1989),
99–100.
45. Gardner, Second Witness, 2:131, 134–35.
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. . . This notion of the Messiah as Saviour of the world is
foreign to Israel. . . . The Messiah would save Israel, restore the
Davidic kingdom—not wash away the world’s sins. . . .
Christians have often read the Messianic expectation passages in the Old Testament as referring to the future career
of Jesus. Yet the Old Testament passages in question, such as
the Suffering Servant passages in the Second Isaiah, are quite
vague and have to be interpreted with considerable imagination by Christians who would apply them to Jesus. (p. 22)
As a student of the scholarship of the eminent British Bible scholar
Margaret Barker, I find in Russell’s complaints here more evidence of
Joseph Smith’s inspiration. Barker herself is impressed with how the
Book of Mormon matches the thought of preexilic Israel, particularly
in its depiction of the Messiah as understood at the time of the first
temple.46 My essay “The Deuteronomist De-Christianizing of the Old
Testament” shows how the Book of Mormon treatment of the Messiah
fits with this more recent research.47 Brant Gardner’s Book of Mormon
commentary also observes how Barker’s model challenges Russell on
this point.48
Russell’s 1982 article makes much of the Isaiah problem while
ignoring all thoughtful Latter-day Saint perspectives to that time.
The Religious Studies Center at Brigham Young University published
Isaiah and the Prophets in 1984, a scholarly work that reprinted the
statistical study of Isaiah authorship as well as John A. Tvedtnes’s
illuminating essay on the Isaiah variations in the Book of Mormon.
In 1998 FARMS produced the important volume Isaiah in the Book
of Mormon. The Isaiah question remains open, but Isaiah scholarship
has not remained static.
Margaret Barker is an important authority on Isaiah who authored
the Isaiah commentary in Eerdman’s Commentary on the Bible, which
46. Margaret Barker, “Joseph Smith and Preexilic Israelite Religion,” BYU Studies
44/4 (2005): 69–82.
47. Kevin Christensen, “The Deuteronomist De-Christianizing of the Old
Testament,” FARMS Review 16/2 (2004): 59–90.
48. Gardner, Second Witness, 1:40 n. 26.
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was published in 2003. She accepts the contemporary consensus that
divides Isaiah into an original Isaiah writing at the times of Ahaz and
Hezekiah, a second Isaiah writing during the Exile, and a third Isaiah
writing during the period of the return. In “Paradigms Regained,” I
wrote a summary of Latter-day Saint scholarship on Isaiah and the
Book of Mormon up to 1999 and offered some suggestions for how
open issues could be reconciled. I noted that the specific chapters in
which the Second Isaiah re-interprets Israelite theology (40–47), fusing Yahweh and El Elyon, do not appear in the Book of Mormon. I
also referred to John S. Thompson’s essay on Isaiah 50–51 in relation
to the preexlic autumn festival, observing that in the Book of Mormon
narrative those chapters appear to be quoted in the context of that
festival.49 While all issues could not be said to be resolved, I found the
situation quite promising.
When I wrote “Paradigms Regained,” I had not read Barker’s essay on the original background of the Fourth Servant Song (Isaiah 53,
which Abinadi quotes in Mosiah 14). Her abstract states the following:
Hezekiah had a potentially fatal boil which suggests that he
had bubonic plague. This also destroyed the Assyrian army
threatening Jerusalem. The king made a miraculous recovery.
Isaiah first predicted that the king would die for his sin (of destroying the high places) but he then promised recovery. The
prophet’s two explanations of the king’s suffering inspired the
Fourth Servant Song, which depicted the suffering servant
first as a sinner and then as the sin bearer. This is evidence
for a sin-bearing priest-king, and for Isaiah’s hostility to the
so-called ‘reforms’ of the cult. Evidence from Lachish and
49. Kevin Christensen, “Open Questions and Suggestions regarding Isaiah in the
Book of Mormon,” in Paradigms Regained: A Survey of Margaret Barker’s Research and
Its Significance for Mormon Studies (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2001), 77–81, referring to John
S. Thompson, “Isaiah 50–51, the Israelite Autumn Festivals, and the Covenant Speech
of Jacob in 2 Nephi 6–10,” in Isaiah in the Book of Mormon, ed. Donald W. Parry and
John W. Welch (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998), 123–50.
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ancient eclipses supports this reconstruction, and so calls into
question the suggestion that it was a later fiction.50
While not written with the Book of Mormon in mind, and not solving
all questions about a Second Isaiah, Barker’s case that Isaiah 53 was
written about Hezekiah suggests that it was originally composed by
Isaiah of Jerusalem. Serendipitously, this makes the text available to
Abinadi via the brass plates and thus improves the case for the Book of
Mormon. Furthermore, the same essay answers some of Russell’s objections about Christian use of the Fourth Servant Song as a prophecy
of Jesus. Barker shows the relationship between Hezekiah’s illness and
the role of the high priest on the Day of Atonement:
“How, then,” she asks, “could Hezekiah’s affliction, which had
first been interpreted as punishment, be seen instead as a sign of salvation?” She cites the stories in Numbers 16:46 and Numbers 25:13,
where in both cases “atonement protected against the wrath of plague,
and the ritual was performed by the high priest.”
Hezekiah’s illness and recovery, together with Isaiah’s interpretations of the affliction, are recorded in the Fourth Servant
Song. Hezekiah’s illness did not give rise to the idea of a ‘suffering servant’, a sin bearer, a wrath interceptor like Aaron,
but rather Isaiah’s second interpretation of the king’s illness
was understood in the light of such a belief. In other words,
the suffering figure, the wrath interceptor, was part of the ancient understanding of atonement and the role of the king.
The Fourth Servant Song contains not only elements of the
underlying ideology which enabled Isaiah to make the second
interpretation of the king’s illness but also elements which reflect the actual circumstances of Hezekiah’s situation.
The clearest link between the Hezekiah incident and the
Fourth Servant Song is the fact that Isaiah gave two interpre50. This abstract for Margaret Barker, “Hezekiah’s Boil,” Journal for the Study
of the Old Testament 95 (2001), is found at http://jot.sagepub.com/content/26/1/31.
abstract (accessed 27 October 2010). Barker’s paper is accessible under a different title,
“The Original Setting of the Fourth Servant Song,” at http://www.margaretbarker.com/
Papers/FourthServantSong.pdf (accessed 27 October 2010).
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tations of the suffering. At first he deemed the plague a punishment and then he saw it as the sign of salvation. In the Song
the suffering figure is at first despised because he is deemed
to be punished by God, ‘smitten by God and afflicted’, ‘a man
of pain and sickness’ (Isa. 53.3–4). Then the poet realizes that
the suffering figure is not being punished for his own sins, but
for the sins of others ‘has borne our sicknesses and pains’. The
change in the Song is exactly the change in Isaiah’s interpretation of Hezekiah’s illness.51
Is this reconstruction, seeing Hezekiah having the bubonic
plague, historically plausible?
There is evidence outside the texts themselves to make what I
propose a possibility. The strange story of the reversing shadow
could be linked to a dateable eclipse of the sun, the mass burials at Lachish are most likely to have been plague victims, and
the Lachish Letters just might have been written in this time
of distress. Apart from this, there are enough details in the
texts themselves which are inexplicable if Hezekiah did not
have the bubonic plague. All the rest of what I propose could
then follow.
On the other hand, if the story of the king’s sickness was a
later addition to the story of the deliverance of Jerusalem, and
that story in itself was a pious fiction, it was all very skillfully
done, with plenty of false clues left in the text, and we need
to find another explanation for the mass burials at Lachish.52
The Fourth Servant Song, then, is tied to the role of the high priest
on the Day of Atonement. Barker has elsewhere shown how Jesus
came to see himself in that role. Regarding Christian use of Isaiah,
Barker observes:
On the road to Emmaus, Jesus explained to the two disciples
that it was necessary for the Anointed One to suffer and enter
51. Barker, “Hezekiah’s Boil,” 38, emphasis in the original.
52. Barker, “Hezekiah’s Boil,” 41–42.
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his glory (Luke 24:26); this must refer to the Qumran version
of the fourth Servant Song [Isaiah 53], since there is no other
passage in the Hebrew Scriptures which speaks of a suffering
Anointed One.53
This is but one example of Barker’s demonstration that the Hebrew
scriptures that the Christians knew were different than the Masoretic
Hebrew that we have now. Some of the vagueness that Russell sees in
the Hebrew scripture appears to have been put there by Jewish editors
in response to the rise of Christianity. The story that Barker tells about
how the text and the context of Hebrew scriptures changed after the
rise of Christianity, and at whose hands, is remarkably like the prophecy in 1 Nephi 13.54 She observes that
the distribution of unreadable Hebrew texts is not random;
they are texts which bear upon the Christian tradition. Add to
these examples the variants in Isaiah about the Messiah, the
variants in Deuteronomy 32 about the sons of God, and there
is a case to answer. These are instances where traces remain.
We can never know what has completely disappeared.55
Barker shows how Jerome successfully pushed for the Christian adoption of this altered Hebrew canon. She also observes that “all the texts
in the chosen canon would have had an original context, which presupposed a certain pattern of shared beliefs within which the text
was set. The context was as much as part of the meaning as the words
themselves. Set in a new context, the same text would soon acquire a
new meaning.” 56 The lost texts and lost context that Barker explores
point to the world of the first temple, Lehi’s world of 600 bc.
Russell’s list of complaints continues:
53. Margaret Barker, The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000),
136, emphasis in the original.
54. Margaret Barker, “Text and Context,” in The Great High Priest (London: T&T
Clark, 2003), 294–315.
55. Barker, “Text and Context,” 309.
56. Barker, “Text and Context,” 294.
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One historical problem might be labeled “piety vs. the later
apocalyptic world view. . . .” The eschewing of wealth in the
Book of Mormon is more consistent with the apocalyptic
world view that did not infiltrate Israel until after the Exile,
rather than the earlier Deuteronomist view which regards
riches as Yahweh’s blessing.
In response to Russell’s charges, Sunstone soon published a letter
by Robert L. Charles, who noted, “Curiously, three of the Book of
Mormon passages which are cited as exhibiting this anachronistic
post-exilic apocalyptic view are passages from First Isaiah. (II Nephi
13:18–26; II Nephi 15:11; II Nephi 23:12). Therefore, the Old Testament
is also inconsistent in its exhibiting post-exilic views in preexilic or
exilic times.” Charles also observed that “the Book of Mormon speaks
repeatedly of righteousness resulting in prosperity and the wealthy
becoming corrupt. However, wealth itself is not condemned as evil.” 57
It’s the inequality and pride that cause the trouble in the Book of
Mormon.
Here again, Margaret Barker’s work provides an alternative approach to the origins of apocalyptic. Her approach is based on writings that “would have been lost but for the accidents of archeological
discovery.” 58 Her first book, The Older Testament, summarizes its case
on the origins of apocalyptic this way:
The whole myth of the fallen angels which is already highly
developed in the earliest pseudepigrapha and continues in
the Christian literature is nowhere spelled out in the biblical
writings. It was ancient. It was fundamental. But where did it
originate? These strange elements of the non-canonical writings were indigenous to Israel, but we have failed to recognize
them as such because a major channel of that tradition has
been dammed and diverted, and because the non-canonical
57. Robert Charles, Readers’ Forum letter in Sunstone, January–March 1983, 2–3.
58. Margaret Barker, The Older Testament: The Survival of Themes from the Ancient
Royal Cult in Sectarian Judaism and Early Christianity (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Phoenix
Press, 2005), 7.
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writings have themselves picked up a quantity of débris
along their way. It is not possible to follow them all to their
source, but the similarities between the opacities of the Old
Testament and the patterns of the non-canonical literature
make a common origin likely. The apocalyptic elements of the
Old Testament are not insertions, but fossils.59
The Older Testament surveys key passages touching on these themes
and reflects on the condition of many of those texts within the Hebrew
Bible:
Texts dealing with the Holy Ones and the Holy One have
significant elements in common: theophany, judgement, triumph for Yahweh, triumph for this anointed son, ascent to a
throne in heaven, conflict with beasts and with angel princes
caught up in the destinies of earthly kingdoms. Many of these
texts are corrupted; much of their subject matter is that of
the ‘lost’ tradition thought to underlie the apocalyptic texts.
The textual corruption and the lost tradition are aspects of the
same question.60
In other words, the themes of key noncanonical texts and their corrupted state provide evidence that the content of the lost preexilic traditions correspond to what we call apocalyptic and evidence that this
content was deliberately suppressed in the Hebrew canon.
Russell complains about the book of Revelation and the Book of
Mormon:
The greatest apocalyptic document—the Book of Revelation—
is exalted in the Book of Mormon. How Lehi’s group knew of
the book and its author seven centuries before it was written
is a puzzle. Why they should revere a book which has baffled
so many Christians with the benefit of historical hindsight
is also bewildering. It is particularly problematic because the
apocalyptic world view of the Book of Revelation and the Book
59. Barker, Older Testament, 281–82.
60. Barker, Older Testament, 119.
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of Mormon is so contrary to the thought of preexilic Israel
in several ways. For example, the Book of Revelation and the
Book of Mormon believe in life after death. The Israelites before the Exile had no such concept. God rewards the righteous
in this life. In preexilic Israelite thought there was also no
cosmic struggle between good and bad gods—called God and
Satan or the devil or whatever. Neither is there a hell for those
who back the wrong god. There is no resurrection of the body
in the Old Testament. Yet all of these elements of the apocalyptic Christian world view found in certain New Testament
writings like the Book of Revelation are alleged to have been
held by the original Nephites when they had just left an Israel
which knew not such strange doctrines. (p. 23)
In the Book of Mormon, Nephi himself makes the connection to the
future apocalyptic revelation of John explicit (1 Nephi 14:27). Barker,
coming from the other direction, connects the book of Revelation
back to a largely lost tradition that is well represented in the writings
of Lehi’s contemporary, Ezekiel:
The Book of Revelation has many similarities to the prophecies of Ezekiel, not because there was a conscious imitation of the earlier prophet, but because both books were the
product of temple priests (Ezek. 1.3) and stood in the same
tradition. There is the heavenly throne (4.1–8, cf. Ezek. 1.4–
28 [cf. 1 Nephi 1:8; Jacob 4:14; Moroni 9:26]); the sealing of
the faithful with the sign of the Lord (7.3, cf. Ezek. 9.4 [cf.
Mosiah 5:15]); the enthroned Lamb as the Shepherd (7.17, cf.
Ezek. 34.23–24 [cf. 1 Nephi 13:41; Alma 5]); the coals thrown
onto the wicked city (8.5, cf. Ezek. 10.2 [cf. 1 Nephi 14:15, 17;
3 Nephi 8:8, 24; 9:3, 8, 9, 11]); eating the scroll (10.10, cf. Ezek.
3.1–3 [cf. 1 Nephi 1:11–12; 8:11–12]); measuring the temple
(11.1 and 21.15, cf. Ezek. 40.3 [cf. 2 Nephi 5:16]); the seven
angels of wrath (16.1–21, cf. Ezek. 9.1–11 [cf. 3 Nephi 9–10]);
the harlot city (18.9, cf. Ezek. 26.17–18 [cf. 1 Nephi 14:17]);
the riches of the wicked city (18.12–13, cf. Ezek. 27.1–36 [cf.
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1 Nephi 13:5–8]); the fate of Gog (19.17–21 and 20.8, cf. Ezek.
39.1–20 [cf. 1 Nephi 11:34–36]); the vision of Jerusalem (21.9–
27, cf. Ezek. 40.1–43.5 [cf. 1 Nephi 13:37; 3 Nephi 21:23]); the
river flowing from the temple and the tree of life (22.1–2, cf.
Ezek. 47.1–12 [cf. 1 Nephi 8; 11]).61
At every point at which Barker shows the relationship between
Ezekiel and Revelation, I have noted a reference to the same themes
in the Book of Mormon, mostly in 1 Nephi. The most conspicuous
theme in Lehi’s vision in 1 Nephi 8—the tree of life—appears not as
an isolated parallel but as one element amid a constellation of related
themes. The same explanation for the relationship that Barker gives
holds true—these writers all stand in the same temple tradition.
Notice Russell’s complaints about a belief in life after death in the
Book of Mormon. In an essay published in 1992, I observed that the
teachings of the afterlife in the Book of Mormon come through Alma
and that Alma’s conversion comes from a near-death experience that
matches modern accounts. I’m also skeptical of his claim that a belief in life after death was foreign to all of the ancient Israelites. The
first Christian apologist, Justin Martyr, claimed that the Jews had removed a prophecy from Jeremiah that the Messiah would preach to
the dead.62 This circumstance has several implications for Russell’s
approach. Russell also ignores the implications of texts like 1 Enoch
that did not become part of the Hebrew canon yet have deep roots in
ancient Israel.
Back to Russell’s critique: “There is also a problem with what
might be called ‘institutional anachronism.’ Specific problems lie in
the references to ‘church’ and ‘synagogue’ ” (p. 23).
A church is simply an assembly of people, a “gathering.” A synagogue is simply a meeting place, whether a city gate or a building. Both
words were part of Joseph Smith’s translation vocabulary. Both the
social gatherings of like-thinking people and the physical structures
serving their needs existed anciently. These are not serious problems.
61. Barker, Revelation of Jesus Christ, 67.
62. John A. Tvedtnes, “Jeremiah’s Prophecies of Jesus Christ,” in The Most Correct
Book: Insights from a Book of Mormon Scholar (Bountiful, UT: Horizon, 2003), 99–101.
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An essay by William Adams Jr. highlights recent research indicating
that synagogues existed in Jerusalem before the exile.63
But Russell continues: “On the other hand, the lack of awareness
in the Book of Mormon of the priestly rituals of the Old Testament
seems remarkable. There are references to ‘priests’ but we see no evidence that Nephite priests perform the Israelite priestly rituals such as
the sacrifices” (p. 23). Contemporary Latter-day Saint scholars point to
the imposing FARMS volume on King Benjamin’s discourse, particularly the essay by John W. Welch and Terrence L. Szink showing that
the discourse combines the priestly rituals and sacrifices of the New
Year, Day of Atonement, Sabbath, and Jubilee.64 William J. Hamblin
has also gathered evidence that Jacob’s discourse in 2 Nephi 9 occurs
on the Day of Atonement. And John Welch and I have highlighted the
priestly elements of 3 Nephi 8–28.65 There is much more, leading me to
conclude that Russell’s judgment regarding anachronistic terminology was premature.
“Another problem concerns the nature of scripture,” Russell asserts. “In the Book of Mormon there is much talk about plates and
holy writings.” This is as it should be in an authentic text with roots
in Jerusalem in 600 bc. Demonstrating that the Book of Mormon is
quite at home in this regard are John Tvedtnes’s The Book of Mormon
and Other Hidden Books and William Hamblin’s “Sacred Writing on
Metal Plates in the Ancient Mediterranean.” 66
Russell goes on with a revealing series of rhetorical questions:
“And if the law is so important, why do we find almost nothing from
the Pentateuch in the Book of Mormon? Where are all the dietary
and ritual laws? Where is the mass of legislation on matters we would
63. William Adams Jr., “Synagogues in the Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 9/1 (2000): 5–13.
64. Terrence L. Szink and John W. Welch, “King Benjamin’s Speech in the Context of
Ancient Israelite Festivals,” in King Benjamin’s Speech: “That Ye May Learn Wisdom,” ed.
John W. Welch and Stephen D. Ricks (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998), 147–223.
65. John W. Welch, “Seeing Third Nephi as the Holy of Holies of the Book of
Mormon,” Journal of Book of Mormon and Other Restoration Scripture 19/1 (2010): 36–55.
66. John A. Tvedtnes, The Book of Mormon and Other Hidden Books: “Out of Darkness
unto Light” (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000); William J. Hamblin, “Sacred Writing on Metal
Plates in the Ancient Mediterranean,” FARMS Review 19/1, (2007): 37–54.
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consider trivial today?” (p. 23). John Welch has shown that many stories in the Book of Mormon demonstrate close attention to nuances of
Hebrew legal practices.67 I find the Book of Mormon’s implicit awareness of the law in a wide range of practical applications far more impressive than explicit block quoting of the law. Russell seems not to
consider the stated purpose of the Book of Mormon. Why should an
abridgment of the Nephite scriptural record designed to “convince
Jew and Gentile that Jesus is the Christ” contain ritual and dietary
laws and masses of legislation that we would consider trivial today?
Must the Book of Mormon be irrelevant and incomprehensible to
seem authentic?
Russell continues his questioning: “And while Isaiah is quoted extensively in the Book of Mormon, why is there little or nothing from
the other prophets who lived prior to 600 B.C. such as Amos, Hosea,
Micah, Zephaniah, Habbakuk, and Jeremiah?” (p. 23). Isaiah is the
single best source on the priesthood of the first temple. He is quoted
by Nephi, who knew the first temple and who consecrated his younger
brother Jacob as a temple priest. In 3 Nephi 23:2–3, the Lord endorses
Isaiah and explains that “he spake as touching all things concerning my people. . . . And all things that he spake have been and shall
be, even according to the words which he spake.” The Lord tells us to
“search the prophets, for many there be that testify of these things”
(v. 5). We note that the Book of Mormon quotes Zenock and Zenos,
both northern kingdom priests. Rather than making arbitrary complaints about what we don’t have, it is more productive to explore what
we do have in the Book of Mormon and to use that to outline as much
as we can about the origin and content of the brass plates. John L.
Sorenson has made the case that the brass plates reflect a northern
67. See, for instance, his paper “Theft and Robbery in the Book of Mormon and in
Ancient Near Eastern Law” (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1985), and the chapter “Thieves and
Robbers,” in Reexploring the Book of Mormon, ed. John W. Welch (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and FARMS, 1992). See also the section “Law in the Book of Mormon,” in John W.
Welch and Gregory J. Welch, Charting the Book of Mormon (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1999),
charts 114 to 127. For an in-depth study of legal proceedings in the Book of Mormon and
how they reflect ancient Near Eastern legal practices, see John W. Welch, The Legal Cases
in the Book of Mormon (Provo, UT: BYU Press and the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for
Religious Scholarship, 2008).
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kingdom source.68 My own theory is that they were prepared during
the reign of Jehoiakim (who had been installed as a puppet king by
the Egyptians) for much the same reason that a later Egyptian king
commissioned the Septuagint—that is, as an addition to the Egyptian
royal library for purposes of both prestige and diplomacy. The shifting
political situation, with Babylon deposing Jehoiakim and installing
Zedekiah, interrupted the original plans for the brass plates.
Although Russell claims that “it appears that no canon of scripture
existed yet in Israel in 600 b.c.” (p. 23), we have writings from preexilic prophets that did not have to be canonized in the way that later rec
ords were in order to be collected, copied, distributed, and treated as
holy. The word canon does not appear in the Book of Mormon. Some
of the Old Testament books seem to be liturgical texts tied to public
festival observances. Jeremiah’s account describes the circulation of
some of his own writings. Even those scholars who date the current
form of the Pentateuch to the postexilic period say that the compilers and editors used older sources. For example, Richard E. Friedman
bases his argument for the antiquity of original source material used
in a postexilic redaction on the archaic style of the Hebrew.69 Jeremiah
8:8 charges someone with making a lying Torah, an accusation softened in the King James translation. For the charge to make sense,
there must also be a true Torah as well.
Russell says of the Old Testament writings that “once they were
canonized, the process stopped. One does not tamper with a holy writing” (p. 23). Yet the state of the texts tells a story of ongoing tampering.
Barker has made a good case that the present Masoretic Text was defined and edited in response to the rise of Christianity. She offers comparisons to the Greek Septuagint, the Dead Sea Scrolls Hebrew, and
the Babylonian and Palestinian Targums. She provides quotations of
variant texts and the charges and countercharges in early Christian
68. For comparisons of the Book of Mormon with the “E” source and northern kingdom traditions, see John L. Sorenson, “The Brass Plates and Biblical Scholarship,” in
Nephite Culture and Society (Salt Lake City: New Sage Books, 1997), 31–39.
69. Richard E. Friedman, The Hidden Book in the Bible (San Francisco: Harper, 1998),
appendixes 2 and 3.
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writings, rabbinic writings, 1 Enoch, and Muslim writings. All of
them witness the tampering, as does 1 Nephi 13.
The oldest existing Bible writing is on two silver scrolls found in
Jerusalem that date to 600 bc and contain priestly blessings from the
book of Numbers. That is, the oldest known Bible texts were written
on metal in Jerusalem and quote from one of the books of Moses.70
The brass plates of the Book of Mormon are in good company.
Russell further observes that “The problem of racism in the Book
of Mormon is well documented. . . . The skin color racism of the Book
of Mormon seems to be modern and American rather than Israelite”
(p. 24). Exactly. The “skin color racism” comes from a modern, presentist way of reading the text, conditioned by the nineteenth-century
American views of race, rather than from reading the text the way the
ancient authors actually wrote it.71 Nibley has demonstrated the use of
“black” and “white” in ancient Egyptian texts that directly parallels
the use in the Book of Mormon as metaphors for moral behavior.72
For that matter, so does Lamentations 4:7–8. For a more rigorous approach to the topic, see John Tvedtnes’s detailed essay “The Charge
of Racism in the Book of Mormon” 73 and Brant Gardner’s extended
discussion in Second Witness.74
“Another problem” for Russell “concerns the emerging monotheism of Israel in 600 B.C. . . . This monotheism is hard to square with
the Book of Mormon’s identification of Christ with God and of Mary
as the mother of God. It is hard to imagine an Israelite in 600 B.C.
accepting such identification of humans with divinity” (p. 24). The
appearance of Margaret Barker’s The Great Angel: A Study of Israel’s
Second God in 1992 serendipitously dealt with these issues, and her
2005 paper on the Book of Mormon and preexilic Israel did so di70. See Hamblin, “Sacred Writing on Metal Plates”
71. See, for example, in BYU Studies 44/1 (2005) the book reviews by Stirling
Adams for David M. Goldberg’s The Curse of Ham: Race and Slavery in Early Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam and for Stephen R. Haynes’s Noah’s Curse: The Biblical Justification
of American Slavery.
72. Hugh Nibley, Teachings of the Book of Mormon: Semester 1, lecture 18, 286–87.
73. John A. Tvedtnes, “The Charge of ‘Racism’ in the Book of Mormon,” FARMS
Review 15/2 (2003): 183–97.
74. Gardner, Second Witness, 2:110–23.

Russell, A Further Inquiry (Christensen) • 183

rectly, showing the Book of Mormon to be astonishingly on the mark.
For instance, she quoted the Dead Sea Scrolls version of Isaiah’s
Immanuel prophecy: “Ask a sign,” said the prophet, “from the mother
of the LORD your God. . . . Behold the Virgin shall conceive and bear
a son and call his name Immanuel.” 75
More recently Alyson S. Von Feldt reviewed William G. Dever’s
Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion in Ancient Israel.
Among her many fresh observations of the symbolism encoded on
“an elaborate terra-cotta rectangular pillar from tenth-century BC
Taʿanach” 76 is this:
I have suggested that the Taʿanach offering stand represents
the throne of God. I have discussed its two Asherah icons
and possible Yahweh symbol. I have considered that the offerings associated with this stand may have been invocation
offerings rather than memorial offerings. I infer that the mencherubim wearing the Hathor wigs could be understood to
be mortals who have received wisdom and been transformed
into angels. So, taken all together and understood in light of
the wisdom tradition, the Taʿanach stand may well be physical evidence of a theology of apotheosis. In the countryside
of Israel in family shrines, ordinary men and perhaps women
sought heavenly wisdom. They may have believed they could
become holy ones, ascend to the throne of Yahweh, and receive cosmic knowledge. They may have understood that the
power to bestow this experience was in the hands of Asherah,
and their offerings of invocation were symbols of her lifegiving essence. If we add a Book of Mormon text to the interpretation, we can see that the stand, like others of its kind,
may also have encoded the incarnation of Yahweh. Because
the Taʿanach stand is so productively interpreted by Ezekiel’s
75. Barker, “Joseph Smith and Preexilic Religion,” 76.
76. Alyson Skabelund Von Feldt, “Does God Have a Wife?,” Review of Did God Have
a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion in Ancient Israel, by William G. Dever, FARMS
Review 19/1 (2007): 100.
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vision, it is possible that apocalyptic has found new roots—in
the ancient religion of the countryside.77
Once again, the specific objections that Russell raises have been resolved in favor of the Book of Mormon. I’m impressed that so many
separate issues raised by Russell find resolution in a single approach
to preexilic Israel.
Also problematic for Russell is the notion of unforgivable sin appearing in 2 Nephi (p. 24). However, the closest thing to this concept
that appears on the page that he cites is in 2 Nephi 31:14, which states
that “after ye have repented of your sins, and witnessed unto the Father
that ye are willing to keep my commandments, by the baptism of water, and have received the baptism of fire and of the Holy Ghost, and
can speak . . . with the tongues of angels, and after this should deny
me, it would have been better for you that ye had not known me.” It
might help if Russell had considered 1 Enoch 38:2, where Enoch asks,
“Where will be the dwelling place of the sinners, and where will be
the resting place of those who have denied the Lord of Spirits?” The
answer is “It would have been better for them, if they had not been
born.” 78 According to the translators of my edition, the present form
of the section from which the quotation comes can be dated to 40 bc.
However, it is important to remember that the Enoch tradition associates itself with the first temple and that the mythos was known to
Isaiah of Jerusalem.79
Russell also complains about some anti-monarchy passages in the
Book of Mormon because postexilic Jews yearned for the monarchy.
“In II Nephi the Lord is quoted as saying, ‘There shall be no kings
upon the land’ ” (p. 24). Brant Gardner has observed of 2 Nephi 10:11
that Jacob’s statement makes more sense if the comma in “ ‘There shall
be no kings upon the land, who shall raise up unto the Gentiles’ is
removed. The context is thus one of conquering Gentile kings and the
77. Von Feldt, “Does God Have a Wife?,” 109–10.
78. George W. E. Nickelsburg and James C. VanderKam, 1 Enoch: A New Translation
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2004), 51.
79. See, for example, Margaret Barker “The Enoch Tradition,” in The Hidden
Tradition of the Kingdom of God (London: SPCK, 2007).
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opposition that might rise up and defeat them. In other words, Jacob
is prophesying that no non-Gentile kings will defeat the Gentiles,
whose kings are the nursing fathers who will provide salvation to this
colony of Israelites. Verses 12–13 confirm this context. In short, Jacob,
in quoting this passage from Isaiah, is not saying that there will be no
kings. He cannot, for his brother is the king. His point is that no other
king will stand against the Nephites if they are righteous, for their
true king is Yahweh, who has promised to preserve them.” 80 Russell
also ignores Mosiah 29:13, where King Mosiah says, “If it were possible that you could have just men to be your kings, who would establish the laws of God, . . . if this could always be the case then it would
be expedient that ye should always have kings to rule over you.”
Russell’s final complaint is that “it would be difficult to find a
passage in preexilic Israelite writings that approves of” Lehi’s notion
of opposition in all things in 2 Nephi 2. If it would be difficult, why
bother to look? And if the concept were original to Lehi, does that
make it more or less profound?
In his Sunstone reply, Robert Charles says that “Russell interprets
‘opposition in all things’ to mean opposing opinions on every issue.
This interpretation supports his theory that ‘the ideas (of the Book of
Mormon) seem to fit the 19th century America more than preexilic
Israel.’ However, this interpretation is not supported by the phrase’s
scriptural context. The examples Lehi gives to describe ‘opposition in
all things’ are pairs of opposite abstract concepts or conditions of existence: for example, righteousness/wickedness, good/bad, life/death,
corruption/incorruption, happiness/misery, sense/insensibility. What
Israelite of any age would not agree that those opposites exist?” 81
Demonstrating that Lehi’s notion of opposition was neither anomalous nor anachronistic, John Tvedtnes surveys several ancient Israelite
texts that offer similar concepts.82
Finally, note that John Sorenson’s 1984 response to Russell observed his arguments are “little more than bald assertions, or his
80. Gardner, Second Witness, 2:188.
81. Charles, letter in Sunstone, 3.
82. Tvedtnes, Most Correct Book, 121–23.
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reasoning in support of them is truncated or obscure.” 83 This is particularly the case with Russell’s last few complaints.
Historicity and Community History
From the perspective of this writing, nearly three decades after
Russell’s article, what lessons can we take from the subsequent events
affecting the RLDS and LDS communities? Much has changed.
The most drastic social changes have come in the transformation
of RLDS community life to the point of changing the organization’s
name to the Community of Christ. Thomas Kuhn observed that the
choice “between competing paradigms proves to be a choice between
incompatible modes of community life.” 84 The former name proved
to be incompatible with the new mode of community life. It has been
clear that much of the change derived from the church leaders who in
the early 1960s began to formally distance themselves from a belief
in the historicity of the Book of Mormon, a shift that included the
support of policies directed against the Foundation for Research on
Ancient America (FRAA), an organization of RLDS historicists.85 The
nature of this shift in the RLDS religious community mirrors what
Thomas Kuhn observed in scientific communities: “When it repudiates a paradigm, a scientific community simultaneously renounces, as
a fit subject for professional scrutiny, most of the books and articles in
which that paradigm had been embodied.” 86
In contrast, Latter-day Saint institutions have been undeterred in
their commitment to the historicity of the Book of Mormon. Indeed,
following the invitations of President Ezra Taft Benson to read and
study the Book of Mormon, there has been a notable increase in the
attention given to the book. While the FRAA faced resistance from
RLDS leadership, Latter-day Saints have seen the rise and increas83. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map, 118.
84. Kuhn, Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 94.
85. See Louis Midgley, “The Radical Reformation of the Reorganization of the
Restoration: Recent Changes in the RLDS Understanding of the Book of Mormon,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/2 (1993): 132–63.
86. Kuhn, Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 167.
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ing success of the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
Studies (FARMS), from its beginnings in 1979 to President Gordon B.
Hinckley’s formal invitation for it to join Brigham Young University
in 1997. More recently, the website of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints has links to apologetic work by FARMS and FAIR
(Foundation for Apologetic Information and Research) in addressing
questions linked to the issue of historicity.
Regardless of one’s current position on Book of Mormon historicity, it seems clear to me that the arguments that Russell offered in 1982
were not very good. Time has not been kind to them, either in the particulars given or in the general approach. In his “Before Adam” talk
in 1980, Hugh Nibley commented that “it is sad to think how many of
those telling points that turned some of our best students away from
the gospel have turned out to be dead wrong!” 87
Why not just politely ignore such mistakes? After all, aren’t there
current controversies that deserve our attention? There are several
reasons not to do so. Because Russell’s arguments represent public
statements linked to a group of policy makers that had a profound
effect on the course taken by a religious community, his talk has been
cited as influential by other scholars who have also written against
the historicity of the Book of Mormon. Russell’s comments were
not just abstract philosophical musings disconnected from real-life
consequences. They had a real impact in the institutional direction
taken by the RLDS and in the lives of individuals whose decisions
he affected. This effect on other people’s lives was by choice and design. And remember that Russell himself called for honesty in these
matters. Shouldn’t he welcome new information, even if it calls for
changes in his thinking?
In 1982 William Russell publicly called for Book of Mormon
believers to abandon belief in its historicity. Was his lack of faith in
historicity justified by the arguments he offered? I don’t think so.
Time and time again, his specific objections have been overturned.
87. Hugh W. Nibley, “Before Adam,” accessed 1 November 2010, http://maxwellinstitute.byu.edu/publications/transcripts/?id=73. This essay is the edited version of an
address given at Brigham Young University on 1 April 1980.
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Where he could have seen puzzles waiting for solution, he chose to see
counterinstances calling for immediate conclusion. Indeed, by ignoring Nibley and Sorenson and others, he missed many existing solutions and much that could have broadened his perspective in considering open questions. From my own perspective, I see his attempted
counterinstances as now providing me with strong cause to believe in
the historicity of the Book of Mormon.
From Seed to Tree via Nurturing
What lessons can we take from developments in debates about
Book of Mormon historicity since Russell’s talk in 1982? “But if ye neglect the tree, and take no thought for its nourishment, behold it will
not get any root; and when the heat of the sun cometh and scorcheth
it, because it hath no root it withers away, and ye pluck it up and cast
it out” (Alma 32:38).
Russell’s 1982 survey is notable for lacking any trace of nourishment for the seed of historicity. Its strict focus on the negative
amounts to planting the seed on a rock where it cannot take root and
then using a magnifying glass narrowly focused on particular issues
to deliberately scorch it into oblivion. As a few others have done,88 he
makes some overtures towards finding something inspiring in a nonhistorical Book of Mormon. But he has produced nothing significant
in this direction in the years since. Whereas in 1982 he suggested that
we could treat the text as “an exciting, readable adventure story” (p.
26),89 the highest degree of excitement in his recent talks comes in his
insistence that Nephi should be condemned as a murderer and that
the text should contain warning labels.90
88. Mark D. Thomas’s Digging in Cumorah: Reclaiming Book of Mormon Narratives
(Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1999) is the most visible attempt to find something
inspiring in a fictional Book of Mormon. I agree with Alan Goff’s assessment of the effort
in FARMS Review 12/2 (2000): 51–82.
89. Russell is quoting Stanley B. Kimball, Heber C. Kimball: Mormon Patriarch and
Pioneer (Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1981), 16.
90. William D. Russell, “Let’s Put Warning Labels on the Standard Works,” Sunstone,
July 2004, 26–30.
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Under his modes of nurture, the seed has not responded well.
Not surprisingly, he has cast it out. “Now, this is not because the
seed was not good, neither is it because the fruit thereof would not
be desirable; but it is because your ground is barren, and ye will not
nourish the tree, therefore ye cannot have the fruit thereof” (Alma
32:39). In one community, the tree has been neglected by design and
has consequently withered at the institutional level, if not among
all members. In the Latter-day Saint community, the tree has been
nourished by the hierarchy and protected from predation by a cadre of
enthusiastic scholars outside the formal leadership. In the Latter-day
Saint community, the tree has grown and become fruitful.
Making It Personal
What justified my own belief in the Book of Mormon before 1982?
Less than a decade before Russell’s indictment of the Book of Mormon,
I made my own personal decisions about the Book of Mormon with
respect to its spiritual truth and historicity. In anticipation of my mission at age nineteen, I was reading the Book of Mormon through for
the third time when I came upon this passage in Ether 12:39: “And
then shall ye know that I have seen Jesus, and that he hath talked with
me face to face, and that he told me in plain humility, even as a man
telleth another in his own language, concerning these things.”
I was profoundly impressed that this event happened, almost as
though I had glimpsed it. For me this meant that Jesus lived and had
been resurrected and that Moroni had lived and that the record was
real. The good environment that I had known throughout my life to that
point had nurtured me, but this conviction became something inside
of me, not derived from social nurturing. It went beyond the kinds of
personal experience with God that I had enjoyed, which do not demand
ties peculiar to any religious community. My sense of the reality of the
stories in the Book of Mormon and about it binds me to the community. One thing a testimony should do is provide a context for valuing
and exploring questions that come up. Mine has done so. Nothing in
my spiritual experience told me anything about whether the translation
was tight or loose, or where Zarahemla or Cumorah was, or what the
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scale of the events was, or exactly who the Lamanites were. Those open
questions could be approached separately, and my preconceptions were
subject to change, based on new light and knowledge.
Before my mission, the only Latter-day Saint apologetic for the
Book of Mormon that I had encountered amounted to things like the
old Christ in America film and Jack H. West’s 1967 cartoon book, The
Trial of the Stick of Joseph. Frankly, they aren’t that good and haven’t
held up under scrutiny well. But the truth is that those things never
did excite my thinking and had nothing whatsoever to do with my testimony. In 1972 I read and enjoyed John W. Welch’s New Era essay on
chiasmus in the Book of Mormon.91 Even that, though, was secondary
to my personal witness. Chiasmus did not make me believe, nor did it
even serve to let me believe. Rather, I found it enlightening and mind
expanding in consequence of my belief. The next really transforming
scholarship that entered into my personal faith arrived when a member in England loaned me a copy of Hugh Nibley’s 1957 priesthood
manual, An Approach to the Book of Mormon.
Reading Nibley taught me how much more could be seen in a text
that I thought I knew well. The overall lesson was that answers were to
be found not by deciding to merely face problems, nor to avoid them,
but by constantly expanding my reading context and improving my
ability to perceive as I read. After my mission, my interest in Nibley’s
scholarship eventually led me to Sorenson’s “The Book of Mormon as
a Mesoamerican Codex,” 92 which was the first research on the New
World side that touched me. After educating myself further, and participating in FARMS almost from the beginning, I also made an effort
to keep up on arguments against Book of Mormon historicity. While
I’ve run across a few things I found puzzling for a time, and a few
things I find puzzling still, I’ve found nothing to rival or challenge
my own belief. My understanding has changed on many issues, but
I experience the changes as expansion and growth rather than as the
91. John W. Welch, “Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon,” New Era, February 1972,
6–11.
92. John L. Sorenson, “The Book of Mormon as a Mesoamerican Codex,” Newsletter
and Proceedings, Society for Early Historic Archaeology 139 (1976): 1–9.
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destruction of something static and brittle. Indeed, most of the essays
that I have published came about because I had come upon new information and insights that resolved my existing questions. For example,
part of the reason for my essay on near-death experience research and
the Book of Mormon came about because I had questions about the
similarity of the stories of Paul and of Alma’s conversion.93 But rather than treat my questions as counterinstances, I’ve treated them as
puzzles awaiting solution. And over time many solutions have come.
I’ve learned by experience that Jesus spoke truth when he said,
“Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and
it shall be opened unto you” (Matthew 7:7). Nowhere does he say,
“Blessed are they who sit like lumps, uncritically taking it all for
granted, for they shall be spoon-fed, and never caught off guard, and
never, ever disappointed by anyone.”
All I had to do was keep my eyes open, reexamine my assumptions now and then, and give things time. When I had questions, it
never occurred to me to ask a church leader or even my own parents.
Those who had wisdom with respect to scholarly issues had the best
books. Hence, when I had questions beyond the basic gospel teachings, I had no illusions about whom I should ask. I never expected to
get specialized academic questions answered by ecclesiastical authorities. I went directly to the bookshelves at home and then to bookstores
and libraries on my own.
In a more recent publication, Russell has offered this comment:
We glory in Moroni’s promise at the end of the Book of
Mormon. Yet do we really think we can accept or reject a book
as “true” or “false” based on a prayer in the form of a question
to God? As the late Roy Cheville, longtime religion professor,
often asked students at Graceland College, “Does God work
like that?” If we answered yes, he would then suggest that our
God is “too small.” Shouldn’t we instead evaluate the Book of
Mormon based on our reading of it and our judgment as to
93. Kevin Christensen “ ‘Nigh Unto Death’: NDE Research and the Book of Mormon,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/1 (1993): 1–20.
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whether it teaches sound moral principles? In fact, isn’t that
what we really do, despite Moroni’s promise? 94
Moroni’s promise applies to those who have read the Book of Mormon
and other scriptures and who go on to “ponder it in your hearts”
(Moroni 10:3). Alma 32, part of the text we ought to read and ponder,
encourages us to experiment upon the word, to plant it in our hearts,
and nurture it. This is not “despite Moroni’s promise” but integral to it.
When B. H. Roberts presented his study of Book of Mormon difficulties to the First Presidency, he reported being disappointed that all
the Brethren did to respond at the time was to bear their testimonies.
As frustrated as Roberts was, subsequent developments have shown
that the Brethren were right. They knew that they didn’t have answers
to Roberts’s questions at that time, but because of their testimonies
of the truth of the Book of Mormon they were willing to give things
time. By 1985 John Welch could write a paper that comprehensively
answers the questions that Roberts raised.95 As it was with Roberts’s
questions in 1922, so it has been with Russell’s from 1982. Those who
have nurtured the seed have seen impressive growth. Those who put
the seed on poor ground, or who cast it out by doubt and unbelief, or
for fear of those pointing and mocking from the great and spacious
consensus of a particular moment, have missed out on the harvest.
Cafeteria or Covenant?
Some who have been shaken in their faith by information that
runs counter to their expectations have suggested a “cafeteria” approach to help them stay in the Latter-day Saint community. To an extent, I agree that this can be helpful for some. Alma talks about finding a particle of belief, some portion of his words to start with, even
if you can no more than desire to believe. But the kind of nurturing
people carry out is at least as important as what they start with. A bad
seed won’t grow, nor will a good seed bear fruit without nurturing.
94. Russell, “Warning Labels on the Standard Works,” 29, emphasis in original.
95. John W. Welch, “Finding Answers to B. H. Roberts’s Questions and ‘An
Unparallel,’ ” FARMS Paper, 1985.
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Russell’s 1982 article illustrates to me the dangers of a well-meaning cafeteria approach that fails to properly nurture the seed. The
cafeteria can be a place to try things out, to talk to other patrons, to
ask questions, to share tips. But the pick-and-choose attitude that accepts only what seems reasonable and desirable in the here and now
inevitably conflicts with the demands that Jesus makes upon his disciples to offer up the sacrifice of a broken heart and a contrite spirit.
The sacrifice of a broken heart involves putting at risk what we desire.
The sacrifice of a contrite spirit involves putting at risk what we think,
what seems reasonable. These two sacrifices correspond directly to the
figures of Fear and Desire that everywhere stand as temple guardians
in the ancient world. Fear is what we think. Desire is what we want.
They represent the temptations of Buddha, the illusions of this world.
I once studied over seventy reasons that biblical peoples gave to justify the rejection of biblical prophets. Eventually, I realized that they
all boil down to people saying, “It’s not what I want. It’s not what I
think.” That is, it is not what I desire and not what I fear. If we refuse
to even risk what we think and what we desire, via the experiment and
nurture process, we cannot pass by our own limits and illusions and
thereby enter the Real.
Some call for reading the Book of Mormon as a pious fiction. But
the thing that gives fiction and myth power is correspondence with
the Real. The eminent mythologist Joseph Campbell talks about how
myth tells us how to live a human life.96 However fantastic in the telling, the power in the stories comes because they point to something
real. Even the Harry Potter stories draw power from a reality that they
point towards. I once read an interview with J. K. Rowling in which
she stated that she’d been reluctant to talk about her personal beliefs
because doing so would give away the ending of the series. In the end,
her fantastic fiction showed itself to be one of those texts that are the
typifying of Christ.
In a cafeteria one picks and chooses according to taste. But there
may be a conflict between our tastes and our real long-term nutritional needs. If the discovery of the Real comes to one of us, so also comes
96. Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth (New York: Doubleday, 1988) 31.
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recognition that what is Real is binding. We reach a point where we
cannot progress just by picking and choosing according to human
fear and desire. We recognize the limits of our reason and the snares
of our desires. When we find ourselves bound to even a particle of the
Real, we soon come to the issue of covenant.
Physicist and religion professor Ian G. Barbour explains that
participation in a religious tradition also demands a more total
personal involvement than occurs in science. Religious questions
are of ultimate concern, since the meaning of one’s existence is
at stake. Religion asks about the final objects of a person’s devotion and loyalty, for which he will sacrifice other interests if
necessary. Too detached an attitude may cut a person off from
the very kinds of experience which are religiously most significant. Reorientation and reconciliation are transformations of
life-pattern affecting all aspects of personality, not intellect alone.
Religious writings use the language of actors, not the language of
spectators. Religious commitment, then, is a self-involving personal response, a serious decision implicating one’s whole life, a
willingness to act and suffer for what one believes in.97
Reorientation is a change in one’s thinking, a change that comes only
after one has offered up the sacrifice of a contrite spirit. Reconciliation is
a change in one’s feeling, a change that comes only after one has offered
up the sacrifice of a broken heart. The changes in the intellectual landscape surrounding Book of Mormon historicity have come through and
to those who feel bound to the reality of its claims. This belief does not
mean that we ignore questions. It means that we have chosen to treat
them as puzzles rather than as counterinstances to our belief system. In
my personal experience, it has been my own awareness of open questions that has allowed me to recognize the significance of new information that has come my way. The difference, then, is not in being honest
enough to face problems. The difference is in having a broader perspective against which to assess problems, and faith enough to give them the
time and effort they require to bring them to resolution.
97. Ian G. Barbour, “Paradigms in Religion,” in Myths, Models, and Paradigms: A
Comparative Study in Science and Religion (New York: Harper and Row, 1974), 135–36.
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I

n 2005 the evangelical sociologist Christian Smith made a small
stir when he published the findings of the National Study of Youth

and Religion (NSYR).1 One of the surprises in his study was how well

Latter-day Saint youth came off. “In general comparisons among major U.S. religious traditions using a variety of sociological measures
of religious vitality and salience—which, to give a standard sociological disclaimer, may or may not have anything to do with the truth
content of religious traditions or their adherents’ actual subjective
spiritual life and health—it is Mormon teenagers who are sociologically faring the best.” 2 While “the majority of U.S. teens would badly
fail a hypothetical short-answer or essay test of the basic beliefs of
		 See also the Book Note on Dean, Almost Christian on p. 234 of this volume
1. Christian Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American
Teenagers, with Melinda Lundquist Denton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
2. Smith, Soul Searching, 261.
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their religion,” Latter-day Saint youth “seem somewhat better able
to explain the basic outlook and beliefs of their tradition.” 3 Church
leaders even mentioned this study in general conference.4 As part of
the NSYR project, one of Smith’s colleagues, Mark Regnerus, tackled
the issue of adolescents and sexuality.5 Smith has now done a followup study on that same group of youth, now college-aged, whom Smith
labels emerging adults.6 The NSYR is similar to studies conducted by
the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) 7 but differs because
it encompasses all college-aged emerging adults whether or not they
attended college, whereas the latter looks only at those involved in
higher education. There is much to consider in these thoughtful
books, but only a portion can be highlighted here.
Losing Their Faith . . .
Smith’s study contains both reasons for concern and reasons to
rejoice. If Latter-day Saints stood out positively as teenagers, they
stand out more positively and starkly in their college years. One of
the more sobering trends among emerging adults is the tendency for
them to lose their faith and thus be lost to their faith. Latter-day Saints
lose one in ten of their emerging adults, while Protestants lose about
one in eight, Catholics lose one in four, and Jews lose a little more
than one in four (27 percent).8 The number of nonreligious individuals almost doubles in the emerging adult years to more than a quarter
of the population,9 which Smith notes is almost twice the number of
Baptists,10 the largest denomination in the United States. Latter-day
Saints retain 72 percent of their teens and emerging adults combined,
3. Smith, Soul Searching, 137.
4. Gordon B. Hinckley, “Gambling,” Ensign, May 2005, 61.
5. Mark D. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit: Sex and Religion in the Lives of American
Teenagers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).
6. Christian Smith, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging
Adults, with Patricia Snell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).
7. This group is part of the University of California, Los Angeles.
8. Smith, Souls in Transition, 105.
9. Smith, Souls in Transition, 104–5.
10. Smith, Souls in Transition, 106–7.
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losing just over one in four.11 This is significantly better than the other
religious groups, who tend to lose between one in three and one in
two.12 Oddly, in terms of absolute numbers, mainline Protestants stay
about the same or make modest gains, but this is because about 10
percent of the more numerous conservative Protestants became mainline Protestants, outweighing the 50 percent of youth who left mainline Protestantism.13
The largest increase in any religious category occurred in the
nonreligious group, which includes the atheist, the agnostic, and the
apathetic. This group nearly doubled in size,14 accounting for almost
a quarter of all emerging adults.15 Fifteen percent of emerging adults
became nonreligious while in that age group.16 The nonreligious retention rate (if one can use that term) is nearly as high as the Latterday Saint retention rate.17 Smith notes that “given its reputation for
strong mission evangelism and overall growth, it may be somewhat
surprising to some that few non-LDS teenagers switched into the LDS
church as they grew into their emerging adult years—only a few out
of the entire sample, in fact, converted to LDS from being Jewish and
non-religious. Overall growth of LDS, such as it is, must be due to
other factors—such as higher fertility rates and conversions among
other age groups—since it appears from these data that emerging
adults are not disposed to LDS conversion.” 18 Throughout the remainder of his book, Smith unknowingly gives numerous reasons why
emerging adults are not so disposed. Ironically, the result of evangelical countercult “evangelizing” among Latter-day Saints is that those
who do abandon their faith usually become nonreligious rather than
evangelical.19 Rather than adopting evangelical belief, they abandon
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

Smith, Souls in Transition, 109.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 109.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 109–11.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 105.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 106.
Calculated from the information in Smith, Souls in Transition, 106, 109.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 109.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 110.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 109.
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belief altogether. In this sense evangelical “evangelizing” can result in
people ceasing to believe in Christ.
Besides showing a decline in institutional affiliation, the survey
indicates a decline in outward measures of religiosity. More than half
of emerging adults do not attend church more than a few times a year.20
(Of graduating college seniors, 37.2 percent do not attend at all).21
One in five never pray alone (almost one in four among Latter-day
Saints).22 Almost three in seven graduating college seniors never pray
at all,23 up from almost three in ten entering freshmen.24 Half never
read scriptures (about one in four among Latter-day Saints).25 Four
in five do not observe a Sabbath (about three in ten among Latter-day
Saints).26 Smith observes of religious practices that
emerging adults who as teenagers were LDS engage in all
of these religious practices at the highest level, usually significantly higher than all other groups. They also appear to
have increased the most (for positive change) or, conversely,
decreased the slightest (for negative change) when change
over time is evident in these practices. Second, with the exception of the LDS group, in all but one case—conservative
Protestants sharing faith, at 51 percent—only minorities of
emerging adults in any category engage in any of these religious practices.27
Studies have shown that “having strong religious beliefs—having a
strong interior commitment to faith—was not a significant predictor
of high engagement in religious practices and activities. Thus habits
20. Smith, Souls in Transition, 112–13.
21. Ray Franke et al., Findings from the 2009 Administration of the College Senior
Survey (CSS): National Aggregates (Los Angeles: Higher Education Research Institute,
Graduate School of Education and Information Studies, University of California, Los
Angeles, 2010), 64.
22. Smith, Souls in Transition, 116.
23. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 56.
24. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 96.
25. Smith, Souls in Transition, 116.
26. Smith, Souls in Transition, 116.
27. Smith, Souls in Transition, 117–18.
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of the hand (i.e., behaviors) were more significant for many students
than habits of the heart or head in keeping them connected with spiritual and religious concerns.” 28
Off to College
Emerging adults who attend college mirror this development. A
survey of “3,680 students at 50 colleges at the end of their first year
revealed that religious involvement (attendance at religious services,
participation in religious clubs, prayer and meditation) had declined
noticeably over the course of the school year” while the students “expressed more commitment to integrating spirituality into their own
lives,” indicating “a disturbing disconnect between students’ expectations for their lives and reality.” 29 All told, “nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of the students indicated that their religious or spiritual beliefs
had been strengthened during the freshman year, even though more
than 90 percent said their religious activity had decreased to some
degree.” 30 Although almost four out of five graduating college seniors
think it is important to integrate spirituality into their lives,31 only
about one in four attended religious services frequently, and almost
two in five never did,32 and fewer attended religious services by the
end of their college careers.33 The net result of this is a loss of faith.
One in fifteen graduating seniors lost their faith in college.34
Some of this erosion of emerging adults’ faith can be attributed
to the attitudes of their professors: “College and university professors
on the whole are indeed less religious than other Americans.”35 It is
28. Larry A. Braskamp, “The Religious and Spiritual Journeys of College Students,”
in The American University in a Postsecular Age, ed. Douglas Jacobsen and Rhonda
Hustedt Jacobsen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 131.
29. Braskamp, “Religious and Spiritual Journeys,” 127.
30. Braskamp, “Religious and Spiritual Journeys,” 128.
31. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 71.
32. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 64.
33. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 94.
34. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 91.
35. Neil Gross and Solon Simmons, “The Religious Convictions of College and
University Professors,” in Jacobsen and Jacobsen, American University in a Postsecular
Age, 20.
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said that 23.4 percent of college professors are atheist or agnostic, as
compared to 6.9 percent of the American population as a whole.36 When
one moves to “elite doctoral-granting universities,” the percentage of
atheists and agnostics rises to more than a third (36.6 percent).37 While
such percentages are for the university as a whole, certain disciplines
have higher concentrations: “Psychology and biology have the highest
proportion of atheists and agnostics, at about 61 percent. Not far behind
is mechanical engineering, where 50 percent of professors are atheists or agnostics. Next in line come economics, political science, and
computer science, where about 40 percent of the professors fall into the
category of nonbelief.”38 Nevertheless, surveys find that “faculty tend to
be very tolerant of most religious groups. . . . There are two exceptions
to this tolerance: Mormons and Evangelicals.”39 Thus faculty members
tend to have negative feelings toward Latter-day Saints: a third of faculty
members dislike Latter-day Saints,40 but that increases to 42 percent of
the humanities faculty.41 Latter-day Saints are slightly overrepresented
on the faculty as compared to the general population.42 “While believers
can indeed be found in the upper echelons of academe, those campuses
appear to be places where there is either less interest in or less space for
more fervent forms of religiosity.”43 The overwhelming biases of faculty
can be seen in other attitudes:
The proportion of students who believe that marijuana should
be legalized (32.3% at college entry vs. 53.4% at the end of
senior year), that same-sex couples should have the right to
legal marital status (59.3% vs. 72.8%), and/or that abortion
should be legal (51.6% vs. 63.8%) all increased by more than
ten percentage points between freshman and senior year.
36. Gross and Simmons, “Religious Convictions,” 22–23.
37. Gross and Simmons, “Religious Convictions,” 23.
38. Gross and Simmons, “Religious Convictions,” 24.
39. Gary A. Tobin and Aryeh K. Weinberg, Religious Beliefs and Behavior of College
Faculty (San Francisco: Institute for Jewish and Community Research, 2007), 16.
40. Tobin and Weinberg, Religious Beliefs and Behavior of College Faculty, 12, 81.
41. Tobin and Weinberg, Religious Beliefs and Behavior of College Faculty, 82.
42. Tobin and Weinberg, Religious Beliefs and Behavior of College Faculty, 3, 19–20.
43. Gross and Simmons, “Religious Convictions,” 26.
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Correspondingly, a decrease of nine percentage points was
seen among the proportion of students believing that it is
important to have laws prohibiting homosexual relationships
(23.8% vs. 14.9%).44
It is not just the faculty who erode the faith and practice of youth.
“In classes and discussions, a small coterie of anti-orthodox skeptics,
however, always manages to remain unconvinced, and they often
have great difficulty concealing their disdain for any expression of
uncompromising orthodox belief.” 45 While these students trumpet
their tolerance, they will not tolerate orthodoxy. For example, Anatoly
Brekhman, a former freshman counselor at Yale, relates: “I had a
freshman who came in and said, ‘I’m the most pure girl in the entire
world. I don’t have sex, I don’t drink, I don’t smoke, I don’t do drugs,
and I don’t eat meat.’ And out of those five things, probably four were
not true by the end of the first term.” 46 Brekhman sees this as a good
thing. Whether the parents who are paying through the nose for a student’s Ivy League experience appreciate the corruption of their child
seems to be irrelevant. Brekhman’s “expectation is that you come here
and you drop all your limits and you experiment because that’s the
nature of college.” 47 For many on college campuses, orthodoxy, or
rather orthopraxy, with its strict limitations on behavior is a threat to
such experimentation and cannot be tolerated. Brekhman’s attitudes
are typical: “most emerging adults are happy with religion so long as
it is general and accepting of diversity but are uncomfortable if it is
anything else.” 48 Smith labels this the “enigma of inclusiveness: that
a moral system valuing diversity that begins by valuing everyone’s
particular differences somehow ends up devaluing any given particular difference.” 49
44. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 32–33.
45. Robert J. Nash and DeMethra LaSha Bradley, “The Different Spiritualities of the
Students We Teach,” in Jacobsen and Jacobsen, American University in a Postsecular Age, 138.
46. “Are You Charlotte Simmons?” Yale Alumni Magazine, March/April 2005, accessed
1 October 2010, http://www.yalealumnimagazine.com/issues/2005_03/charlotte.html.
47. “Are You Charlotte Simmons?”
48. Smith, Souls in Transition, 81.
49. Smith, Souls in Transition, 81.
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Another factor to consider here is the biases of the selection system whereby emerging adults are admitted to college in the first place.
It has long been suspected that institutions of higher education are
biased in favor of black and Hispanic candidates, and recent research
demonstrates these biases as well as an overwhelming bias against
Asians.50 But the worst category to be in when it comes to chances
for college admission is poor and white.51 As might be expected, athletes are given overwhelmingly preferential treatment (being admitted more than four times as often as nonathletes),52 while participants
in 4-H clubs, junior ROTC, and Future Farmers of America have their
chances of being admitted cut by 60 percent.53 Even having a part-time
job in high school lowers one’s chances of admission.54 By their admission practices, universities signal that they would rather not have hard
workers on their campuses. This is ironic since the willingness to work
is a key ingredient not only of finishing college and especially graduate school but particularly of doing well. As Russell Nieli notes:
Most elite universities seem to have little interest in diversifying their student bodies when it comes to the numbers
of born-again Christians from the Bible belt, students from
Appalachia and other rural and small-town areas, people
who have served in the U.S. military, those who have grown
up on farms or ranches, Mormons, Pentecostals, Jehovah’s
Witnesses, lower-middle-class Catholics, working class
“white ethnics,” social and political conservatives, wheelchair
users, married students, married students with children, or
older students first starting out in college after raising children or spending several years in the workforce. Students
in these categories are often very rare at the more competitive colleges, especially the Ivy League. While these kinds of
50. Thomas J. Espenshade and Alexandria Walton Radford, No Longer Separate,
Not Yet Equal: Race and Class in Elite College Admission and Campus Life (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2009), 93–99, 112.
51. Espenshade and Radford, No Longer Separate, Not Yet Equal, 98.
52. Espenshade and Radford, No Longer Separate, Not Yet Equal, 113–14.
53. Espenshade and Radford, No Longer Separate, Not Yet Equal, 124, 126.
54. Espenshade and Radford, No Longer Separate, Not Yet Equal, 122, 124.
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people would surely add to the diverse viewpoints and lifeexperiences represented on college campuses, in practice “diversity” on campus is largely a code word for the presence of
a substantial proportion of those in the “underrepresented”
racial minority groups.55
Splashed atop Hilgard Hall on the University of California’s Berkeley
campus is an ironic proclamation of purpose: “To Rescue for Human
Society the Native Values of Rural Life.” Yet at Berkeley and other elite
universities across America, the native values of rural life are largely
unwanted and unwelcome.
Scientism—Worshipping at the Shrine of “Science”
Smith also looks at the tremendous impact that empiricism has
had on emerging adults. “Most emerging adults put a lot more weight
on the empirical evidence, proof, and verified facts of science than
on the claims of religious traditions, which, they believe, ultimately
require ‘blind faith’ to embrace.” 56 These emerging adults say, “If you
don’t have real evidence for religion, then it’s far-fetched, there’s no
good reason to believe it” 57 The widespread adoption of empiricism
seems to contradict the general trend for science knowledge to get
worse among teenagers.58 Something else is going on here. The historian Mark Noll observes that “when evangelicals rely on a naive
Baconianism, they align themselves with the worst features of the naive positivism that lingers among some of those who worship at the
shrine of modern science.” 59 Emerging adults of various stripes appear
to be adopting “the worst features of the naive positivism” and end up
55. Russell K. Nieli, “How Diversity Punishes Asians, Poor Whites and Lots of Others,”
accessed 1 October 2010, http://www.mindingthecampus.com/originals/2010/07/how_
diversity_punishes_asians.html.
56. Smith, Souls in Transition, 287.
57. Smith, Souls in Transition, 158.
58. Mark Bauerlein, The Dumbest Generation (New York: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin,
2008), 21–23.
59. Mark A. Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans, 1994), 198.
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worshipping it rather than understanding it or using it as a tool. Such
beliefs are naive because those who hold them are unaware of the limitations of science—namely, that although science is an extremely useful tool for answering certain types of questions, there are other questions that science cannot answer. Emerging adults thus think they
are being scientific when actually they are not. Rather than following
science, they follow what Smith labels “scientism” 60—a naive gullibility towards science as the ultimate source of all knowledge, denying
the uncertainties thereof. The downward trend in science literacy has
prompted the Public Broadcasting Service to offer as many science
shows for children (Sid the Science Kid, Cyberchase, Curious George,
Dinosaur Train, FETCH! with Ruff Ruffman, The Cat in the Hat Knows
a Lot About That) as it does literacy shows (Between the Lions, Super
Why!, Word Girl, WordWorld, Martha Speaks, and the now decrepit
Sesame Street).61 Whether such programs promote thinking from a
scientific or scientistic point of view remains to be seen. One wonders whether those who insist on proofs for religion could actually
prove the existence of unseen atoms or whether they are just dogmatically taking the word of others. “Most scientific empiricists, however,
openly admit that no evidence could ever be found that would constitute incontrovertible proof for them that there is or is not a God.” 62
One would think that the admission of the inability to come up with
empirical proof would be an indication that empiricism is the wrong
tool to solve the problem, but the practical result is that people talk
themselves out of even considering the question. Noteworthy in this
respect is that Latter-day Saint emerging adults tend to have a more
positive view of the interaction between science and religion.63
Smith also surveys the beliefs of various group s64 and religious experiences.65 Latter-day Saints are the only group to say that they have
60. Smith, Souls in Transition, 354.
61. Even preschool books are eight times more literate than Sesame Street; see
Bauerlein, Dumbest Generation, 128–29.
62. Nash and Bradley, “Different Spiritualities,” 144.
63. Smith, Souls in Transition, 138–39.
64. Smith, Souls in Transition, 118–25.
65. Smith, Souls in Transition, 125–28.
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become significantly more religious over time.66 Just over a third of
Latter-day Saints surveyed (of both genders) have gone on missions.67
Cafeteria Religion
Smith analyzes his data in a variety of ways. About 40 percent of
emerging adults are indifferent to, disconnected from, or even hostile
to religion.68 Another 30 percent want to pick and chose their beliefs
as though religion were some sort of all-you-can-stomach smorgasbord. What they dislike is usually the stances of religion on “sex before marriage, the need for regular religious service attendance, belief
in the existence of hell, drinking alcohol, [and] taking drugs.” 69 As one
emerging adult put it, religion provides “something to fall back on. If
this isn’t enough, then tweak your religion a bit to fit your needs, or
find another religion. It’s really pretty simple.” 70 This is usually not a
particularly fruitful way of enhancing religion: “Potpourri religion is
usually not very deep and sustaining; digging shallow wells in a field
usually will not produce water.” 71
A Way of Life

In comparing life outcomes, Smith breaks the statistics on intensity lines rather than devotional lines. He classifies emerging adults
into the devoted, the regular, the sporadic, and the disengaged.72 His
devoted category, which makes up just 5 percent of emerging adults, is
composed of those who attend church weekly, pray at least a few times
a week, and read their scriptures at least once or twice a month.73 This
is where Latter-day Saints really skew the picture. Although they comprise just 2.8 percent of Smith’s total sample,74 they account for 21
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.

Smith, Souls in Transition, 126.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 126–27.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 168.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 167.
Quoted in Nash and Bradley, “Different Spiritualities,” 140.
Scotty McLennan, quoted in Braskamp, “Religious and Spiritual Journeys,” 133.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 259.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 259.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 104.
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percent of the devoted category since 56 percent of Latter-day Saints
are “devoted.” 75 So Latter-day Saint impact is ten times what their proportion of the population is. The devoted are more likely to get along
with their parents,76 give to charity and volunteer to help others,77 and
interact with others.78 They are less likely to drink (and particularly
less likely to binge drink), smoke, and get into fights.79 Somewhat surprisingly, they are less likely to be obese 80 and depressed.81 They are
more likely to get more education, be employed, and have less debt.82
Getting Drunk
Surveying prospective college graduates, the Higher Education
Research Institute reports that “about a third of all respondents indicate
that they ‘frequently’ drank beer (33.4%) and/or wine/liquor (31.5%) in
the past year. In terms of heavy episodic drinking, slightly less than
half the students report they had not had more than five drinks in a
row in the past two weeks (44.7%), though the majority did at least once
(55.3%).”83 The use of alcohol increases with time in college,84 as does
partying in general.85 When compared to Smith’s research, this indicates that college students are slightly less likely to drink than emerging
adults generally but more likely to binge drink.86 Others see the problem as more severe: “Among college students, about 80 percent drink
alcohol, about 40 percent binge drink, and about 20 percent binge drink
75. Smith, Souls in Transition, 304.
76. Smith, Souls in Transition, 261–62.
77. Smith, Souls in Transition, 262–63.
78. Smith, Souls in Transition, 263–64.
79. Smith, Souls in Transition, 265–66.
80. Smith, Souls in Transition, 266–67.
81. Smith, Souls in Transition, 267–68.
82. Smith, Souls in Transition, 270–71.
83. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 22–23. Similar figures (though smaller and
slightly older) are reported in National Institutes of Health, “Screening for Alcohol Use
and Alcohol-Related Problems,” Alcohol Alert 65 (April 2005): 6. This suggests that the
problem is getting worse.
84. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 94.
85. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 95.
86. Smith, Souls in Transition, 265.
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three or more times within a 2-week period.”87 Binge drinking may
be more prevalent among adolescents than older adults: “Because human adolescents may be less sensitive than adults to certain aversive
effects of alcohol, they may be at higher risk for consuming more drinks
per drinking occasion.”88 Adults tend to suffer more of the immediate
adverse effects of binge drinking than adolescents do.89 This does not
mean that adolescents and emerging adults do not suffer negative consequences: “These consequences include risky sexual behavior; physical
and sexual assaults; potential effects on the developing brain; problems
in school, at work, and with the legal system; various types of injury;
car crashes; homicide and suicide; and death from alcohol poisoning.”90
Over half of those of college age who binge drink suffer from blackouts.91 Those who habitually binge drink also suffer brain damage that
reduces their brain’s capacity 10 percent (like going from an A to a B).92
Not to worry—grade inflation means that 85 percent of college students
get As and Bs anyway,93 and consequently 80 percent of college students
think they are academically above average,94 even though 88 percent of
87. National Institutes of Health, “Underage Drinking—Highlights from the
Surgeon General’s Call to Action to Prevent and Reduce Underage Drinking,” Alcohol
Alert 73 (October 2007): 2.
88. National Institutes of Health, “A Developmental Perspective on Underage
Alcohol Use,” Alcohol Alert 78 (July 2009): 2.
89. National Institutes of Health, “Developmental Perspective on Underage Alcohol
Use,” 2.
90. National Institutes of Health, “Underage Drinking,” 2.
91. National Institutes of Health, “Alcohol’s Damaging Effect on the Brain,” Alcohol
Alert 63 (October 2004): 1–2.
92. According to Susan Tapert, cited in Michelle Trudeau, “Teen Drinking May
Cause Irreversible Brain Damage,” accessed 1 October 2010, http://www.npr.org/
templates/story/story.php?storyId=122765890.
93. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 91.
94. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 97. The tables on pp. 97–99 show that less than
half think they are above average in artistic and mathematical ability; about half think
they are above average in computer skills, physical health, and public speaking ability;
and more than half think that they are above average in cooperativeness, creativity, drive
to achieve, emotional health, leadership ability, self-confidence, self-understanding,
understanding of others, and writing ability. This suggests that their estimation of their
mathematical ability might be about right, but they might be otherwise overconfident.
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them spend fewer than twenty hours a week studying and 55 percent of
them spend fewer than ten.95 College has become Lake Wobegon.
“The Ruthless War of Promiscuity”
There is a strong correlation between sexual activity and
religiosity,96 so much so that the NYSR devoted an entire book to
religiosity and sexuality.97 The book correctly notes that Latter-day
Saints, as opposed to other religions, emphasize sexual purity, define
it clearly, and have methods of institutional accountability concerning
it.98 Latter-day Saints “outpace evangelicals in terms of the organization of sexual social control.” 99 Religiously devoted emerging adults
tend to be involved in sexual activity later, less frequently out of wedlock, and less promiscuously. They are less involved in pornography
and cohabitation.100 The causality works both ways: On the one hand,
“we have every reason to believe that the higher religious commitment
of the most religious emerging adults causally reduces the amount of
alcohol they consume and the sex in which they engage.” 101 On the
other hand, Smith observes of emerging adults that
most of them want to party, to hook up, to have sex in relationships, and to cohabit; or if they do not do these things now,
many at least want to keep them as options for the future. . . .
Many want to have sex with a boyfriend or girlfriend, or to
at least be free to do so if the occasion arises, and many want
to be able to hook up with someone they meet to whom they
may feel attracted. Many also want to cohabit with current or
future serious partners or fiancés before getting married. And
all of this, emerging adults are aware, contradicts the teach95. Franke et al., College Senior Survey, 95.
96. Lauren Olsho et al., National Survey of Adolescents and Their Parents: Attitudes
and Opinions about Sex and Abstinence (Cambridge, MA: Abt Associates, 2010), 66–69.
97. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit.
98. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 23.
99. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 23.
100. Smith, Souls in Transition, 271–75.
101. Smith, Souls in Transition, 277; compare Olsho et al., National Survey of
Adolescents and Their Parents, x.

Smith, Souls; Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit (Gee) • 209

ings of most religions. So they simply avoid religion and thereby resolve the conflict. . . . Framed as a social-psychological
causal mechanism: most emerging adults reduce a certain
cognitive dissonance they feel—arising from the conflict of
religious teachings against partying and sex before marriage
versus their wanting to engage in those behaviors—by mentally discounting the religious teachings and socially distancing themselves from the source of those teachings. In this
simple way, the role of sex, drinking, and sometimes drugs is
often important in forming emerging adults’ frequent lack of
interest in religious faith and practice.102
Emerging adults who live a more or less hedonistic life do not want
to think about religion. As one put it: “If I think about that stuff too
much I’m gonna be miserable.” 103 “For many youth, therefore, initiating sexual activity is a significant turning point in pulling away from
religion, in part because of the mental and emotional dissonance that
willfully having sex on an ongoing basis causes in the religious contexts of their lives, even when nobody religious knows they are having
sex.” 104 There are other consequences as well. The Center for Disease
Control and Prevention reports that “nearly 65 percent of sexually
transmitted diseases (STDs) appear in people who are under 25 years
of age and more than 20 percent of all AIDS cases are among college
age young people.” 105 The groups of most concern to the Center for
Disease Control are (1) women and infants, because they “disproportionately bear the long term consequences of STDs”; 106 (2) adolescents
and young adults, because “sexually-active adolescents 15 to 19 years
of age and young adults 20 to 24 years of age are at higher risk for
102. Smith, Souls in Transition, 83–84; compare Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 53–54.
103. Quoted in Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 36.
104. Smith, Souls in Transition, 240.
105. Janice Shaw Crouse, “Cohabitation: Consequences for Mothers, Children, and
Society,” in The Family in the New Millennium, ed. A. Scott Loveless and Thomas B.
Holman (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2007), 1:355.
106. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Sexually Transmitted Disease
Surveillance, 2008 (Atlanta, GA: U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services, 2009), 51.
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acquiring STDs”; 107 (3) racial and ethnic minorities, because “surveillance data show higher rates of reported STDs among some minority
racial or ethnic groups”; 108 (4) men who have sex with men,109 because
limited data 110 suggests that “some STDs in men who have sex with
men, including men who have sex with both women and men (MSM),
are increasing”; 111 and (5) individuals entering correctional facilities, because there is “a high prevalence of STDs in persons entering
jails and juvenile corrections facilities.” 112 The current rates for STDs
among adolescents and young adults are of some concern,113 even if
dwarfed by the rates among men who have sex with men.
Regnerus presents data indicating that “there are perceptible
linear associations between all same-sex measures (except bisexual
identity) and the two religiosity measures (church attendance and importance of religion).” 114 Thus “there is simply very little evidence of
same-sex anything among the most religious boys,” while “the categories ‘no religion’ and ‘other religion’ tend to exhibit the highest per107. Centers for Disease Control, Sexually Transmitted Disease Surveillance, 2008, 59.
108. Centers for Disease Control, Sexually Transmitted Disease Surveillance, 2008, 65.
109. The Centers for Disease Control uses this term (“men who have sex with men,”
or MSM) because the terms homosexual and gay are subjective and because, contrary to
popular stereotypes, MSM often do not have sex exclusively with men.
110. “With the exception of reported syphilis cases, most nationally notifiable
STD surveillance data do not include information on sexual behaviors; therefore,
national trends in STDs among MSM in the United States are not currently available.
Furthermore, testing strategies are often suboptimal for detecting STDs in MSM.” So
this handicaps research in this area. Centers for Disease Control, Sexually Transmitted
Disease Surveillance, 2008, 73.
111. Centers for Disease Control, Sexually Transmitted Disease Surveillance, 2008, 73.
The measured rates for 2008 are extremely high: 17 percent have gonorrhea; 7 percent
have chlamydia; 11 percent have syphilis, and 3 percent have HIV. Centers for Disease
Control, Sexually Transmitted Disease Surveillance, 2008, 73–74. These levels are far
worse than the rates among teenagers and young adults.
112. Centers for Disease Control, Sexually Transmitted Disease Surveillance, 2008, 81.
113. Centers for Disease Control, Sexually Transmitted Disease Surveillance, 2008,
59–60, 106. The rates among adolescents (15–19 years old) are 2 percent with chlamydia
and 0.45 percent with gonorrhea. Among young adults (20–24 years old) the rates are 2.1
percent with chlamydia and 0.51 percent with gonorrhea. “Men in the 20 to 24 year old
age group had the highest rate of syphilis, 17.3 cases per 100,000 population in 2008.”
Centers for Disease Control, Sexually Transmitted Disease Surveillance, 2008, 60. The rate
among MSM is more than six hundred times as high.
114. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 77–78.
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centages in most of the same-sex outcomes.” 115 Since nationally “only
2.3 percent of all men and 1.3 percent of all women . . . self-identify
as homosexual,” 116 there is little reason to assume that the percentages among Latter-day Saints exceed those figures. Regnerus suggests
that the data should be taken as an indication of self-selection: “Youth
who experience same-sex attraction or wish to identify themselves as
something besides heterosexual likely self-select away from extensive
religious participation.” 117 The data, however, can also be read as indicating that the more religious the upbringing, the more likely it is for
a youth to be heterosexual. Such an explanation, however, is usually
discounted.118 As Professor Camille Paglia, herself a lesbian, observes:
After the American Psychiatric Association, responding
to activist pressure, removed homosexuality from its list of
mental disorders in 1973, psychological inquiries into homosexuality slowly became verboten. To even ask about the
origins of homosexuality was automatically dubbed homo
phobic by gay studies proponents in the ’80s and ’90s. Weirdly,
despite the rigid social constructionist bias that permeated the
entire left, gay activists in and out of academe now leapt on
the slightest evidence that could suggest a biological cause of
homosexuality. . . . Yet the intricate family dynamic of every
single gay person I’ve ever known seems to have played some
kind of role in his or her developing sexual orientation.
The widespread desire to find a biological basis for homo
sexuality seems to me very misconceived. It will inevitably
115. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 78, emphasis in original.
116. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 77.
117. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 78.
118. See, for example, the debate: Paul Cameron, “Children of Homosexuals and
Transsexuals More Apt to Be Homosexual,” Journal of Biosocial Science 38/3 (2005):
413–18; Todd G. Morrison, “Children of Homosexuals and Transsexuals More Apt to Be
Homosexual: A Reply to Cameron,” Journal of Biosocial Science 39/1 (2006): 153–54; Paul
Cameron, “Facts, Not Opinions, Drive Science: A Reply to Morrison,” Journal of Biosocial
Science 39/1 (2007): 155–56; Walter R. Schumm, “Children of Homosexuals More Apt
to Be Homosexuals? A Reply to Morrison and Cameron based on an Examination of
Multiple Sources of Data,” Journal of Biosocial Science 42/6 (2010): 721–42. I note that
Cameron had previously been expelled from the American Psychological Association.
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lead to claims that gays are developmentally defective at the
prenatal level. I myself believe . . . that exclusive homosexuality is an adaptation to specific social conditions. When a gay
adult claims to have been gay since early childhood, what he
or she is actually remembering is the sense of being different
for some reason, which in boys often registers as shyness or
super-sensitivity, leading to a failure to bond with bumptious
peers. This disjunction, with all its painfully stifled longings,
becomes overt homosexuality much later on. But retrospective psychohistory is out these days, and the only game in
town is pin the tail on the oppressor.119
It is not clear that it is helpful to stereotype how any individual
may have come under the MSM classification.
For adolescents and emerging adults, the initiation of sexual experiences usually leads to promiscuity that sometimes settles into
longer-term liaisons. Emerging adults view this as a possible prelude
to marriage. Many emerging adults “maintained with complete assurance that one would be stupid to get married without first having lived
together for six months to a year. . . . By cohabiting for the good part
of a year, one is able to ‘test drive’ the relationship and confirm before
it is too late that the marriage really will work.” 120 This is a fantasy;
the reality is something different. “None of the emerging adults who
are enthusiastic about cohabiting as a means to prevent unsuccessful
marriages seem aware that nearly all studies consistently show that
couples who live together before they marry are more, not less, likely
to later divorce than couples who did not live together before their
weddings.” 121 Cohabitation significantly increases the risk of divorce.
“The divorce rates of women who cohabit are nearly 80 percent higher
than the rates of those who do not.” 122 “In fact, either something about
living together before marriage itself or the very notion of approach119. Camille Paglia, “Obama’s early stumbles,” 14 January 2009, accessed 1 October
2010, http://www.salon.com/news/opinion/camille_paglia/2009/01/14/obama/index.html.
120. Smith, Souls in Transition, 62.
121. Smith, Souls in Transition, 63.
122. Crouse, “Cohabitation,” 353.
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ing marriage with the mentality of hedging one’s bets by shaking out
the relationship with a provisional uncommitted marriage-like test,
or both, significantly increases the probability of subsequently divorcing. But emergent adults are oblivious to these facts.” 123 For example:
One college professor described a survey that he had con
ducted over a period of years in his marriage classes. He asked
guys who were living with a girl, point blank, “Are you going
to marry the girl that you’re living with?” The overwhelming
response, he reports, was “NO!” When he asked the girls if
they were going to marry the guy they were living with, their
response was, “Oh, Yes!” The professor asked “Why?” The
girls usually replied, “Because we love each other and we are
learning how to be together.” The guys, however, explained
that they would not marry the girl they were living with because, “She was easy for me. How can I trust her to be faithful
in marriage?” 124
They have a reason for their lack of trust. “Not surprisingly, partners
in a cohabiting relationship are more likely to be unfaithful to each
other than married couples: . . . men in cohabiting relationships were 4
times more likely to be unfaithful than husbands and . . . women in cohabiting relationships were 8 times more likely to cheat than wives.” 125
“It appears,” notes Smith wryly, “that emerging adult females have
somewhat more investment than their male peers in getting clear on
the nature of their relationships.” 126
The ones who really suffer in cohabitation, however, are the children. “Older children (6 to 11 years of age) exhibited the highest number
of behavioral problems living in cohabiting-partner households (16.4
percent); cohabiting-parent households were next highest at 14 percent
with single parent households at 9.0 percent as compared with only 3.5
percent among those living with married parents. For teens, the situ123.
124.
125.
126.

Smith, Souls in Transition, 63.
Crouse, “Cohabitation,” 353.
Crouse, “Cohabitation,” 353.
Smith, Souls in Transition, 59.
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ation is similar.” 127 Behavior is not the only problem; poverty is also a
factor: “In the mid-1990s, the poverty rate for children in cohabiting
households was 31 percent, whereas that for children living in married
couple families was about 6 percent.” 128 More tragic still are the rates of
abuse. “Women are 62 times more likely to be assaulted by their live-in
boyfriends than they are if living with their husband.” 129 “Rates for serious abuse of children are lowest in the intact family, six times higher
in stepfamilies, 14 times higher in the always-single-mother family, 20
times higher in cohabiting biological parent families, and an astonishing 33 times higher when the mother is cohabiting with a boyfriend.” 130
Even moving in together is no longer necessarily the case. Smith notes
that “cohabiting does not always take the ‘standard’ form of two people
deciding to move into a new apartment together—rather, some simply
spend every weekend living together when one is away at college but
otherwise live separate lives; and others basically move into the house
where the boyfriend or girlfriend is still living with a parent or parents,
simply sleeping in the friend’s bedroom, hanging out, and coming and
going as they please.”131
How might we estimate the number of Latter-day Saint emerging
adults involved in cohabitation? “Mormon youths are unlikely
to have sex before age 18 in the first place, but if they do have sex,
they’re more likely to try it once and then refrain from further sexual
activity.” 132 Less than 6 percent qualify as promiscuous,133 so one
would expect the number to be less than 6 percent. These statistics,
however, refer to adolescents, who are less likely to cohabitate than
emerging adults. Since Smith does not break his cohabitation statistics
by denominational lines, we can arrive at only a rough guess by
multiplying the percentages of Latter-day Saints in each category 134 by
127.
128.
129.
130.
131.
132.
133.
134.
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the percentage of each category that involves cohabitation 135 and add
the totals. The result is 9 percent, but the figure is only a rough guess;
it is the expected number, not the actual one. If one includes results
across all age spectra, then 3 percent of Latter-day Saint emerging
adults cohabit.136
Colleges and universities tend to ignore this sort of information.
For example, Yale college associate dean John Meeske rationalized
when announcing that Yale would allow members of the opposite sex
in its coed dorms to share the same bedroom suites: “ ‘The story I kept
getting,’ says Meeske, ‘was it was just a non-issue. People anticipated
there would be problems, but they didn’t materialize.’ ” 137 Meeske
appears to have gotten most of his information from administrators at
other colleges who probably do not want to admit that there have been
any problems with their experiments. Although social scientists have
noted that “the emotional pain that lingers after poor sexual decision
making, at any age, is evidence of the complex morality inherent
to human sexuality,” 138 one does not need to be a social scientist to
notice that, merely a thoughtful observer of humans. The individual
accounts provided are heartrending.139
This highlights another trend appearing among sexually active
emerging adults. Although “they clearly do not want to see themselves
as having regrets,” they appear to “harbor regrets about the past even
when they deny that they do.” 140 “Sex simply does not come without
emotional strings for the majority of American adolescents, especially
girls.” 141 And so “many adolescents do a good deal of mental labor and
normative affirmation in order to convince each other that coupled
sexual activity during adolescence—a period of relational instability
and immaturity—is, in fact, a good idea. Arousal may come naturally
135. Smith, Souls in Transition, 272.
136. According to the Pew Forum U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2010, accessed
11 October 2010, http://religions.pewforum.org/portraits#9.
137. David Zax, “Co-ed Suites Now an Option for Seniors,” Yale Alumni Magazine
73/5 (May/June 2010): 17.
138. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 211.
139. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 26–40.
140. Smith, Souls in Transition, 41.
141. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 41.
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during adolescent development, but sexual happiness does not.” 142
Breakups among the sexually active are devastating:
These splits are not your run-of-the-mill middle school and
high school breakups that sweep the local rumor mill, create lots of drama, and leave somebody crying for a few days.
The breakups that many emerging adults recounted instead
sounded much more serious. They often happened in the context of couples living together or semicohabiting and, in any
case, being sexually involved. They often resulted in serious
emotional and physical distress—dumped partners told tales
of days spent sleeping and crying or lying in bed debilitated
with depression, of anguish suffered at being cheated on or
otherwise betrayed, of profound struggles with self-doubt,
self-criticism, and hopelessness lasting for months, of uncertainty about being able to trust another man or woman whom
they might love in the future. . . . Their accounts suggested the
experience of getting a hard divorce without ever even having
gotten married.143
Yale, or any other school that would maintain that such problems will
not materialize, is simply sticking its head in the sand.
To its credit, “after more than a quarter century of debate, Yale faculty members are now barred from sexual relationships with undergraduates—not just their own students, but any Yale undergrads.” 144
As one of the faculty correctly reasoned: “It really is kind of simple.
Parents don’t send their kids to Yale to sleep with their professors.
Why don’t we say that?” 145 Yale has received much criticism for taking
this stance.146 But no penalty was mentioned in the news report, and
the faculty handbook merely says that violations will be “resolved in142. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 41.
143. Smith, Souls in Transition, 61–62.
144. Carole Bass, “University bans faculty-student sex,” Yale Alumni Magazine,
March/April 2010, 15.
145. Bass, “University bans faculty-student sex,” 15.
146. For example, Fred Graf, letter to the editor, Yale Alumni Magazine, May/June
2010, 4. The commentary on the Internet is much more strident.
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formally” and might lead to some unspecified “disciplinary action.” 147
It is well known that the previous ban on sex between students and
faculty in a direct supervisory role was not enforced. As one alumnus
observed: “What kind of message does it send to Yale alumni, students, and most especially parents? (‘Yes, our professors have taken
your children to bed for decades, it was just good fun.’)” 148 Yale seems
to have forgotten that the reason so many campuses and workplaces
have sexual harassment policies is that multiple complaints of sexual
harassment of Yale students by Yale faculty resulted in a lawsuit:
Alexander vs. Yale University.
Half a century ago, C. S. Lewis ended his last published work with
the following observation, which still seems relevant:
A society in which conjugal infidelity is tolerated must always
be in the long run a society adverse to women. Women, whatever a few male songs and satires may say to the contrary,
are more naturally monogamous than men; it is a biological necessity. Where promiscuity prevails they will therefore always be more often the victims than the culprits. Also,
domestic happiness is more necessary to them than to us. And
the quality by which they most easily hold a man, their beauty, decreases every year after they have come to maturity, but
this does not happen to those qualities of personality—women
don’t really care twopence about our looks—by which we hold
women. Thus in the ruthless war of promiscuity women are at
a double disadvantage. They play for higher stakes and are also
more likely to lose.149
Winning the Culture Wars
Earlier Smith suggested that “the de facto dominant religion
among contemporary U.S. teenagers is what we might well call
147. Yale University Faculty Handbook (New Haven, CT: Yale University, 2010), 156.
148. Barry Lenson, letter to the editor, Yale Alumni Magazine, July/August 2010, 8.
149. C. S. Lewis, “We Have No ‘Right to Happiness,’ ” Saturday Evening Post, 21–28
December 1963, 12.
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‘Moralistic Therapeutic Deism,’ ” 150 which has several facets: “First,
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is about inculcating a moralistic approach to life. It teaches that central to living a good and happy life is
being a good, moral person. That means being nice, kind, pleasant, respectful, responsible, at work on self-improvement, taking care of one’s
health, and doing one’s best to be successful.” 151 It does not seem to
include such moral traits as honesty, chastity, and fidelity. “Moralistic
Therapeutic Deism is, second, about providing therapeutic benefits to
its adherents. . . . [It] is centrally about feeling good, happy, secure, at
peace. It is about attaining subjective well-being, being able to resolve
problems, and getting along amiably with other people.” 152 As long as
one’s self-esteem is “healthy” and high, everything is fine. “Finally,
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is about belief in a particular kind of
God: one who exists, created the world, and defines our general moral
order, but not one who is particularly personally involved in one’s affairs—especially affairs in which one would prefer not to have God
involved.” 153 Such views are “particularly evident among mainline
Protestant and Catholic youth, but . . . also visible among black and
conservative Protestants, Jewish teens, other religious types of teenagers, and even many non-religious teenagers in the United States.” 154 In
their view, “God is not demanding. He actually can’t be, because his
job is to solve our problems and make people feel good. In short, God
is something like a combination Divine Butler and Cosmic Therapist:
he is always on call, takes care of any problems that arise, professionally helps his people feel better about themselves, and does not become
too personally involved in the process.” 155
After five years, Smith concludes that Moralistic Therapeutic
Deism “is still alive and well among 18- to 23-year-old American
youth,” but in a somewhat diluted form.156 “Confronted with real
150.
151.
152.
153.
154.
155.
156.

Smith, Soul Searching, 162.
Smith, Soul Searching, 163.
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existential or material difficulties, some emerging adults appear to
have backed away from the simple verities of MTD or perhaps have
moved forward into somewhat more complex, grounded, or traditional
versions of religious faith. In short, there seem to be certain tests in
life through which some youth find that MTD proves an unrealistic
account or an unhelpful way to respond.” 157
In the new survey, Smith notes that “individual autonomy,
unbounded tolerance, freedom from authorities, the affirmation of
pluralism, the centrality of human self-consciousness, the practical
value of moral religion, epistemological skepticism, and an instinctive
aversion to anything ‘dogmatic’ or committed to particulars were
routinely taken for granted by respondents.” 158 He observes that
“most Catholic and Jewish emerging adults, for example, talked
very much like classical liberal Protestants.” 159 So he comes to the
surprising conclusion that what appears to be one of the bigger
losers in the culture wars is actually one of the big winners: “Liberal
Protestantism’s organizational decline has been accompanied by and is
in part arguably the consequence of the fact that liberal Protestantism
has won a decisive, larger cultural victory.160 “A historical nemesis
of evangelicalism, liberal Protestantism, can afford to be losing its
organizational battles now precisely because long ago it effectively
won the bigger, more important struggle over culture.” 161 One way
of telling this is that “mainline Protestants simply experience less of
a cultural conflict about religion and contemporary life. There is no
battle, nor even a collision.” 162 As a consequence,
liberal Protestantism’s core values—individualism, pluralism,
emancipation, tolerance, free critical inquiry, and the authority of human experience—have come to so permeate broader
American culture that its own churches as organizations have
157.
158.
159.
160.
161.
162.
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difficulty surviving. One reason for this development is that
these very liberal values have a tendency to undermine organizational vitality. The strongest organizations are generally not
built on individualism, diversity, autonomy, and criticism.163
This might also explain some university departments.
Nevertheless, Smith also notes other trends at work. Conservative
Protestantism, numerically the largest religious tradition, has had an
unavoidable influence. “It is the centuries-old, central evangelical insistence on the ultimate consequence of each individual’s salvation in
standing alone before a holy God that emerging adults are resonating when they articulate their radically individualistic view of religious faith and practice.” 164 This radical individualism appears “when
emerging adults say that religion is really a personal affair that is sullied by the restrictions and artificialities of social institutions, including religious institutions.” 165 Another evangelical observer notes that
“individualism is pervasive in the evangelical world. . . . Independent
congregations are accountable to no one but themselves. Independent
evangelical parachurch organizations have almost no accountability
to the larger church. Dominant ‘successful’ senior pastors can do almost anything they please.” 166 He warns his fellow evangelicals of the
dangers of this trend: “An exclusive emphasis on personal, individualistic approaches without a parallel concern for structural causes and
solutions is wrong at several points: it contradicts our present political activity, it ignores our past success in changing structures, it is
inconsistent with the biblical understanding of persons, and it totally
ignores the biblical teaching of social sin.” 167 Another evangelical observer agrees: “Evangelicalism is a many-splintered thing with more
denominational expressions than one can count, and like much of
the rest of the church is to a large extent biblically illiterate or semi
163. Smith, Souls in Transition, 288.
164. Smith, Souls in Transition, 290.
165. Smith, Souls in Transition, 290.
166. Ronald J. Sider, The Scandal of the Evangelical Conscience (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Books, 2005), 92.
167. Sider, Evangelical Conscience, 76.
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literate.” 168 Smith may be overstating the case here. Certainly evangelicalism has a strong individualistic streak, and other evangelicals
may agree with him that it is too strong, but this individualistic streak
is reinforced in popular culture by trends coming from the enlightenment, libertarianism, atheists, and the bohemian artistic communities that produce much of the mass media, not to mention simple human selfishness. Laying the individualism in popular culture solely at
the feet of evangelicals is overstating the case.
Evangelical individualism impacts the popular culture in another
way. “The strong individualistic subjectivism in the emerging adult
religious outlook—that ‘truth’ should be decided by ‘what seems right’
to individuals, based on their personal experience and feelings—also
has deep cultural-structural roots in American evangelicalism.” 169 But
some evangelicals are noticing that this propensity has a downside.
An evangelical pastor reported that he would conclude an extensive
catechetical class for teenagers by asking them an important question
about Jesus Christ. For six years he received the same response from
every pupil—that “the deity and resurrection of Christ are . . . mere
matters of personal opinion.” 170 The scientific notion that every valid
observation should theoretically be independently verifiable, particularly the scientistic versions of this, also plays a role.
“Finally, contemporary emerging adults’ positive valuation of religion primarily because of the practical benefits it bestows on individual lives in the form of moral behaviors also has cultural roots in
American evangelicalism.”171 Smith previously warned that
communities of faith would also do well, we think, to become
more aware that a primarily instrumentalist view of faith is a
double-edged sword. For many parents, religious congregations are good and valuable because they produce good outcomes in their children. . . . But making this into religion’s key
168. Ben Witherington III, The Problem with Evangelical Theology (Waco, TX: Baylor
University Press, 2005), ix.
169. Smith, Souls in Transition, 290.
170. Sider, Evangelical Conscience, 91.
171. Smith, Souls in Transition, 291.
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legitimating focus easily degenerates into a church-is-goodbecause-it-will-help-keep-my-kid-off-drugs-and-increasetheir-seatbelt-use mentality. This obviously undermines
larger and deeper questions of truth, tradition, discipleship,
and peoplehood that matter to communities of faith.172
Taking a purely instrumentalist approach shows a distinct lack of
faith. “Pretending to value religion—or treating it with this sort of
instrumentalism—is an insult to people of faith.” 173 As one political
philosopher and intellectual historian explains: “When the content of
faith is seen as merely salutary—a kind of noble lie or a soothing, controlling, or even necessary pharmakon—even its obvious usefulness
is thereby radically compromised. For the myth to work its wonders,
it cannot be considered merely salutary but must be seen simply as
true. So the utility argument surrenders much of its utility, and hence
its attractiveness, when it becomes the locus of loyalty and is thereby
known for what it is.” 174
Thus popular religious notions among emerging adults tend to
combine the worst traits from liberal Protestantism, evangelicalism,
and scientism. These trends appear in the current crop of critics of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints that lurk and smirk
on message boards or blather on blogs. Many use the anonymity of
the Internet to mask their hypocrisy or because they lack the courage of their convictions and are unwilling to take responsibility for
their actions. Puffed up for years on overinflated grades and the notion that they themselves are worthy of esteem without having accomplished anything (as if they had been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize
for merely not being George Bush), they insist on the primacy of their
own intellect no matter how woeful that may be. “Unconvinced of
what adult readers feel deep in their hearts and know from long experience, nearly half of the student body disregards books by choice
172. Smith, Soul Searching, 270.
173. Arthur C. Brooks, Who Really Cares (New York: Basic Books, 2006), 181.
174. Louis Midgley, “The Utility of Faith Reconsidered,” in Revelation, Reason, and
Faith: Essays in Honor of Truman G. Madsen, ed. Donald W. Parry, Daniel C. Peterson,
and Stephen D. Ricks (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002), 179.

Smith, Souls; Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit (Gee) • 223

and disposition, and they don’t expect to suffer for it. In their minds,
a-literacy and anti-intellectualism pose no career obstacles, and they
have no shame attached.” 175 No need for hard study and years of labor,
two paragraphs from Wikipedia make them master of even the most
abstruse fields. Studies may show that most of them misinterpret what
they find on the Internet, and seven out of eight cannot construct a
coherent argument,176 but this is no deterrence. They insist on empirical proof but refuse to consider any evidence that runs counter to their
dogma. They insist on tolerance for their own views but not those of
others. They thrive on criticism, but not any directed at themselves,
since to deal with challenging arguments and points of view “intelligently, the intellectual tool kit must expand and attitudes must soften.
If the first apprehension stalls, you can’t mutter, ‘I don’t get it—this isn’t
for me.’ You have to say, ‘I don’t get it, and maybe that’s my fault.’ You
have to accept the sting of relinquishing a cherished notion, of admitting a defect in yourself.” 177 From years of elementary and secondary
schools promoting self-esteem, two-thirds of college students reach
above-average levels on the narcissism scale.178 “One consequence of
narcissism is that it prevents young people from weighing their own
talents and competencies accurately. Narcissists can’t take criticism,
they hate to hand power over to others, and they turn disappointments into the world’s fault, not their own. . . . Education requires the
opposite, a modicum of self-doubt, a capacity for self-criticism, precisely what the narcissist can’t bear.” 179 Thus among the youth there is
“a curious inverse correlation” between confidence and competence.
“Optimism is nice, but not when it reaches delusional limits.” 180 Given
the evidence in Smith’s book, we can expect these trends to continue.
175.
176.
177.
178.
179.
180.

Bauerlein, Dumbest Generation, 53.
Bauerlein, Dumbest Generation, 113–15.
Bauerlein, Dumbest Generation, 138.
Bauerlein, Dumbest Generation, 192.
Bauerlein, Dumbest Generation, 192–93.
Bauerlein, Dumbest Generation, 195–96.
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An Evangelical Focus
The authors of the books under review, Christian Smith and
Mark Regnerus, are both evangelicals. Smith at least makes it sound
as though the NSYR project was started as a way of checking out
evangelical literature designed to scare evangelicals by making them
think their children were becoming Satan worshippers. Regnerus was
clearly concerned with evaluating how well evangelical programs
such as “True Love Waits” work. They deserve much thanks for
their gathering and analysis of the data. The target audience for their
work is evangelicals, which is only fair considering both their own
evangelical backgrounds and the fact that evangelical Christians are
currently the largest religious group in the United States. Regrettably,
this evangelical focus sometimes prevents them from asking some
interesting questions.
Consider for a moment those places where Latter-day Saints are
outliers in Regnerus’s study of the influence of religion on adolescent
behavior. Latter-day Saint youth are outliers in the following areas:
They are the most likely to be virgins (87.4 percent),181 to have the highest mean age of sexual debut (18.0 years),182 and to not be in a hurry
to have sex (72.5 percent); 183 the second least likely to have sex even
though they would like to (14.9 percent, after evangelical protestants
at 14.3 percent); 184 the least likely to use pornography (6.2 percent); 185
the least likely to engage in oral sex; 186 the most likely to have had
sex only once (7.0 percent); 187 the least likely to have continuing sex
with one partner outside of marriage (0 percent); and the least likely to
181. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 123.
182. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 127.
183. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 133.
184. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 133.
185. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 176; but note p. 175: “Evangelicals, Mormons, and
youths who identify with another (non-Christian) religion display the lowest stated rates
of pornography use here, though these numbers may be artificially low due to stronger
than average social desirability bias.”
186. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 169. Many American teenagers do not consider oral
sex to be sex. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 30. This is a cultural perception since ancient
Romans considered it to be worse than intercourse.
187. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 133.
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have multiple sex partners (5.6 percent).188 These last numbers are significant because “solitary instances of sexual intercourse are unusual.
Instead, virginity loss tends to commence a pattern of paired sexual
activity, most commonly with more than one partner.” 189 Latter-day
Saint youth who break the law of chastity are the most likely to use
birth control the first time they have sex (91.8 percent) 190 and the least
likely to think that others would think they are promiscuous if they
use birth control (8.6 percent).191 These are generally seen as positive
outcomes. What could account for them? Could it be in the attitudes
of Latter-day Saints? They are the most likely to support waiting until
marriage for sex (77.3 percent); 192 least likely to think that having sex
would make them respected (2.2 percent) or attractive (6.1 percent);
and the most likely to think they would feel guilty (77.1 percent), upset their mothers (96.4 percent),193 and make their parents “extremely
mad” if they had sex (79.7 percent).194
Preoccupied with evangelicals, Regnerus does not explore why
Latter-day Saints are the outliers in these statistics. It is not clear that
the surveys on which he relies for his data have asked the questions
that would lead to insightful answers in this area.
Although parents talking to youth about sex is generally thought
to improve outcomes, Latter-day Saint parents do not generally stand
out from the crowd in this regard195 except in two areas: They are the
second most likely to find it very difficult to talk with their children
about the subject (29.1 percent, just under the 29.5 percent of mainline
Protestants),196 and they are the most likely not to talk about birth control at all with their children (21.4 percent).197 (This is ironic considering the statistic cited above that Latter-day Saints who break the law
188.
189.
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.
196.
197.

Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 133.
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 161.
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 143.
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 141.
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 87.
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 104.
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 87.
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 64–69.
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 66.
Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 65.
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of chastity are most likely to use birth control.) Not discussing birth
control may be of slight significance since, as Regnerus notes, children
whose parents talk “a great deal” about birth control are more likely
to become sexually active.198 But “talking about birth control is not as
powerful an influence on subsequent virginity loss as the number of
recent dating partners or the age of the child.”199 Regnerus observes
that less-religious parents are clearer on the distinction between talking
about mechanics and talking about values. “When devoutly religious
parents say they are talking regularly with their adolescents about sex
and birth control, it means they are talking with them about morality
rather than sharing information.”200 For them, “talk about sex is talk
about values,” not mechanics.201 Regnerus suggests as an antidote that
parents should talk more with their children: “We owe our children
a more comprehensive sex education—moral advocacy and information—than most of them are getting. . . . Mothers and fathers have the
power—and, I would argue, the responsibility—to break any legacies
of secrecy about sex, to resist sexual double standards, to both instruct
their adolescents about the beauty, pleasures, and complexities of sex
and human anatomy as well as pass on to them their own moral assertions about sexual boundaries.”202 Although Regnerus is strongly in
favor of parents talking to their children about such matters, his findings are not particularly encouraging about the effect of talking with
adolescents about sex: “More frequent parent-child communication
about sex slightly elevates the probability that an adolescent child will
subsequently lose his/her virginity before adulthood.”203 Regnerus also
presents data indicating that the parents who talk the most with their
children about the subject, Black Protestants (by at least 18 points),204

198. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 71.
199. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 71.
200. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 67.
201. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 67, emphasis in original.
202. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 212–13, emphasis in original.
203. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 71, emphasis in original.
204. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 65; compare Olsho et al., National Survey of
Adolescents and Their Parents, x.
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also have the most sexually active and promiscuous adolescents.205 So
parents talking to their children seems not to be the major influence
in promoting chastity. Perhaps a stronger argument is that a majority
of children would rather hear about such matters from their parents,206
even though not all of them listen.207
Because “it is popularly held that evangelical Protestants are the
most conservative American religious tradition with respect to sexual attitudes,” Regnerus seems slightly chagrined that “evangelical
Protestant youth are not the religious group least likely to have sex,”208
and he spends some space trying to explain that fact.209 Evangelical
programs to encourage chastity in youth, like True Love Waits, are not
working particularly well, since 88 percent of those who participated in
such programs engaged in sexual intercourse before marriage210 and “in
up to 7 of 10 cases, it is not with their future spouse.”211 Part of Regnerus’s
explanation is that adolescents who do not live “in a biologically intact,
two-parent family” lack what he terms a “family advantage” and are
almost twice as likely to engage in sexual activity.212 What he downplays
is that evangelicals are actually more likely than average to divorce.213 So
among evangelicals, “we see both high marriage rates and high divorce
rates, together with elevated teenage pregnancy rates, etc.”214 This also
explains the high rate of promiscuity among Black Protestants, whose
rate of illegitimacy is around 77 percent.215

205. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 123, 133, 135; Olsho et al., National Survey of
Adolescents and Their Parents, ix, xi.
206. Olsho et al., National Survey of Adolescents and Their Parents, 56–57.
207. Olsho et al., National Survey of Adolescents and Their Parents, 73–74.
208. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 153.
209. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 153–61.
210. Sider, Evangelical Conscience, 23.
211. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 205.
212. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 155.
213. Sider, Evangelical Conscience, 18–20. This factor is downplayed in Regnerus,
Forbidden Fruit, 157.
214. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 157.
215. Paul E. Barton and Richard E. Coley, The Black-White Achievement Gap: When
Progress Stopped (Princeton Educational Testing Service, 2010), 35; compare pp. 21–24.
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What Works
Parents, conscientious teenagers, and emerging adults might want
to know how to protect themselves from the pitfalls that come in the
college-age years. While statistics are great for predicting the behavior of the masses and not the individual, there are a few actions that
seem to correlate well to positive consequences in life and faith. The
four indicators that seem to correlate most closely to faith playing an
important role in an emerging adult’s life are (1) attendance at church
on a weekly basis, (2) praying frequently,216 (3) reading scriptures frequently, and (4) avoiding sexual activity outside of marriage.217 The
first three items are necessary to place on the NSYR’s devoted cate
gory.218 Among Latter-day Saints, these variables are not independent.
If they were, we would expect only about 32 percent of Latter-day
Saints to be in the devoted category,219 instead of the 56 percent who
actually are.220 The flip side is that 29 to 44 percent of Latter-day Saint
emerging adults are in danger.221
Nothing in this list of behaviors is particularly new to Latter-day
Saints who have been paying attention. For those who want some
social science to back up their stance, they now have it.
The other curious fact worth noting is that the list of factors influencing positive outcomes is a list of behaviors, not a list of beliefs or
of intensity of beliefs. While there is a connection between beliefs and
practice, practices have a stronger influence on outcomes than mere
beliefs. Actions matter.

216. Smith, Souls in Transition, 215.
217. Smith, Souls in Transition, 218.
218. Smith, Souls in Transition, 259.
219. Based on Smith, Souls in Transition, 116.
220. Smith, Souls in Transition, 304.
221. The lower figure includes the “regular,” who are still attending church a few
times a month and are otherwise slightly less valiant than the “devoted” (Smith, Souls in
Transition, 259, 304), who are in the more or less safe category.
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Mark Lyman Staker. Hearken, O Ye People: The Historical Setting
of Joseph Smith’s Ohio Revelations. Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford
Books, 2009. xlii + 694 pp., with appendix, bibliography, and index. $34.95.
To be well-informed, any student of Latter-day Saint history and
doctrine must now be acquainted with the remarkable research of
Mark Staker on the important history of the church in the Kirtland,
Ohio, area. Staker, a researcher in the Church History Department, informs us with much additional detail on the background of Kirtland,
before and after Latter-day Saint settlement, and on the circumstances
surrounding the revelations received by Joseph Smith while in that
area. Such background is essential to better understand the meaning
of the revelations, for often it shows why Joseph inquired of the Lord
and adds depth to our interpretation of the language and content of
the revelations.
Following a useful chronology of events in the history of the
church in Ohio (pp. xvii–xxxi), Staker divides his study into four
parts. The first provides the background of Kirtland before the Latterday Saints, describing the people in the area and the religious setting
and practices there when the missionaries arrived. This is an illuminating discussion, which includes many events in the earliest history
of the church. Part 2 has a thoroughgoing account of the law of consecration—how and why it was first implemented and how it was conducted. Part 3 treats happenings in nearby Hiram, Ohio, including the
people concerned and problems of opposition and apostasy. It informs
us on Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon’s receipt of “The Vision” (now
the very important doctrinal revelation in section 76 of the Doctrine
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and Covenants), describing the remarkable reaction to it, both pro
and con. The mobbing of Joseph and Sidney is discussed in detail. Part
4 of the book deals with the economy of Kirtland and the rise and fall
of the Kirtland Safety Society, giving us a better understanding of that
trying episode in church history.
An appendix to the book provides several important sermons by
George A. Smith and Brigham Young that discuss significant matters
concerning the history of the church in Ohio.
George L. Mitton
Christopher Catherwood. The Evangelicals: What They Believe,
Where They Are, and Their Politics. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010.
166 pp., no index. $15.99 (paperback).
The Evangelicals is intended to situate contemporary evangelical politics, location, and beliefs. British scholar Christopher
Catherwood, who is married to an American and “has talked about
the issue of politics with [unidentified American] evangelical friends
now for over thirty years” (p. 126), has “seen major shifts, from the
years of President [Jimmy] Carter when evangelicals seemed to be
Democrats, to the present, where meeting an evangelical Democrat
is increasingly rare” (p. 126). He bemoans “the public failures of an
elected American politician” (p. 127), and hence “the sheer ineptitude
of the Bush Administration,” which he believes brought “damage to
the reputation of the United States in the wider world” and also embarrassed the evangelical world as well (p. 127).
Catherwood’s own political ideology is a bit pink, which explains
his quarrel with American evangelicals. He radically distinguishes
fundamentalism, which he detests, from what he understands as evangelicalism. He tends to conflate fundamentalism with American-style
evangelicalism. Other than Billy Graham, whom he praises for not
having been involved in the usual scandals that seem to follow popular evangelical preachers, he detests politically conservative American
evangelicalism, though he sees hope for evangelicals in the United
States since “Bush is no longer President” and Jerry Falwell and James
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Kennedy, on the “religious right,” have died and James Dobson has
retired (p. 127).
The new evangelical bellwether, according to Catherwood, is Albert
Mohler, who is “controversial for trying to reintroduce Reformed
theology back into the Southern Baptist Convention” (pp. 127–28).
Catherwood is pleased by this shift in the SBC since he approves of
the of the “new Calvinism” that is catching on in the United States
(pp. 145–57). The reason is that he believes that authentic evangelical
ideology can be summed up in the acronym TULIP, or five-point
Calvinism (see pp. 149–52 for details). Hence he believes that radical
Calvinism “is becoming one of the hottest beliefs among students and
twenty-somethings all over the United States, with Calvinist AfricanAmerican rappers taking the music world by storm!” (p. 149). He is
also pleased that Baptists, among others, are stressing absolutes and
hence are not surrendering to postmodernism. He does not see this as
a new fundamentalism.
Catherwood, who lectures on Balkan and Middle Eastern history,
with an emphasis on the struggles between Christianity and Islam,
at St Edmund’s College, Cambridge, stresses the enormous diversity
among contemporary conservative Protestants. His “evangelicals”
are thus “very cosmopolitan,” “multinational, multicultural, interdenominational” (pp. 9–10), as well as “genuinely global” (p. 19–20). He
has learned this from observing his own Anglican congregation in
Cambridge, and from the work of Philip Jenkins, who has alerted him
to a “global evangelical renaissance” (p. 10). He knows the American
evangelical movement from conversations with some unidentified
Americans. For his understanding of the remarkable growth of conservative Protestantism in the Southern Hemisphere, he turns to
Philip Jenkins (see pp. 71, 75ff., 81), and for estimates of the size of
various Christian denominations, he turns to David Barrett (p. 83), a
respected source. For his understanding of “evangelical,” he relies on
David Bebbington (pp. 92–3).
Catherwood insists that his “evangelicals” all accept the Trinity
(p. 15) and hence see Jesus as “part of the Trinity itself” (p. 16), and
they also hold to the Bible alone (pp. 16, 28), an essential idea going
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back to the Reformation (p. 17). They also believe in total depravity
(p. 17, compare p. 53)—that is, an innate (or by nature) sinfulness (p.
18), as well as justification by faith alone, whereby “only our faith in
[Jesus’s] saving action justifies us, or declares sinners like us righteous
in the eyes of God” (p. 21). None of these “central truths” (p. 15) are
explained in any detail, but are merely asserted as givens. Catherwood
is profoundly impressed by the enormous growth of Christian faith in
China (pp. 87–89), much of which has taken place under a Communist
regime that has been officially, and very aggressively, atheist. He cites
statistics reporting eighty to a hundred million Christians now in
China. Without knowing what these new Chinese Christians believe,
he merely assumes that their faith is “evangelical in tone” (p. 88)—that
is, they hold solidly to contemporary American or British understandings of that label. For obvious reasons, Latter-day Saints should find
Catherwood’s comments on the rise of Christian faith in China the
most interesting part of this slim book. The growth of some measure
of faith in Jesus Christ in China seems to me to be the preparation
for the introduction to the fulness of the gospel to that strange and
wonderful land.
Louis Midgley
Royal Skousen. The Book of Mormon: The Earliest Text. New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2009. xlv + 789 pp., with appendix. $35.00.
Professor Royal Skousen, an internationally respected linguistic
theorist based at Brigham Young University, has also devoted more
than two decades to intensive, meticulous study of the textual history of the Book of Mormon. His recent Yale University Press edition
of the book is a very important product—though not the only product—of that dedicated engagement. The Book of Mormon: The Earliest
Text represents the bottom-line results of one of the most impressive and sustained individual scholarly undertakings in the history
of Mormonism. The multiple volumes already published by Professor
Skousen through the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
Studies (FARMS, now part of BYU’s Neal A. Maxwell Institute for
Religious Scholarship) are indispensable for serious scholars of the
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Book of Mormon. But they’re also very large, rather expensive, and
. . . well, multiple. In other words, they’re unwieldy for speedy reference when one simply wants to see the text quickly in order to know
the likely original reading of this or that passage. There has long been
a need for a single, convenient volume that would make the fruit
of Professor Skousen’s labor readily accessible, and now it’s here.
Moreover, with its “sense-lines” and its superb physical characteristics
(e.g., it easily stays flat on a table or a desk, even when opened virtually
to the front or the back of the volume), The Earliest Text is a wonderful
version for simply reading the book through. It’s a great study edition.
What are “sense-lines”? With the help of the national-awardwinning typographer Jonathan Saltzman, Professor Skousen has laid
out the text in a page-wide column on each of the volume’s wide pages.
The text has then been divided into the standard verses, with the verse
numbers placed visibly but unobtrusively in the left-hand margin.
But, more than this, the verses have been divided into multiple lines,
each line representing a significant, separate unit of thought. This may
seem a small thing, and in some ways it is, but it substantially clarifies
the flow of the text and greatly eases reading.
It’s instructive to read the responses to the Yale edition of the
Book of Mormon that appear on Amazon.com. “This format,” writes
a Virginia woman, “makes my autistic daughter feel like she is reading
shorter verses. She’ll read huge chunks, as long as they are composed
of ‘short verses.’ ” A reader in California reports that he has particularly enjoyed the sense-lines. “I have read the Book of Mormon many
times, but after reading a couple of chapters I was always ready to quit.
With the Earliest Text, I started to read it at the beginning—and before I knew it, I was at Chapter 4. . . . I didn’t feel [the] stress in my
reading which I usually feel while reading the double-column version
in the standard edition. . . . I plan to always use the Earliest Text for
my daily reading.”
The Earliest Text changes no doctrines, but it will almost certainly
change the way even experienced readers of the Book of Mormon
perceive and understand the book’s sense and style. They will notice
aspects of the book that they have previously overlooked. Their
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understanding will be enhanced. In fact, although Professor Skousen
(himself a believer) has been a consummate scholar who has followed
the evidence where it leads, never trying to skew or spin things in
a faithful direction, many who study The Earliest Text carefully will
find this edition faith promoting—as well they should. For one thing,
it illustrates the remarkable consistency of the text as Joseph Smith
dictated it, and it even contains Hebraisms that have been edited out
of official editions over the years because, although they exemplify
good Hebrew style, they’re odd English. As a reader from Michigan
observes on the Amazon website, the book “allows us to stand a bit
closer to the words of the original revelation.” For those who believe
that God intervened to restore lost scripture through Joseph Smith
in the early nineteenth century, there can scarcely be any higher
commendation than that.
Daniel C. Peterson
Kenda Creasy Dean. Almost Christian: What the Faith of Our
Teenagers Is Telling the American Church. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2010. x + 264 pp., with five appendixes, notes, and
index. $24.95.
A Methodist minister and professor at Princeton Theological
Seminary, Kenda Creasy Dean is no fan of Mormon doctrine. “It may be
difficult for a ‘gentile’ or non-Mormon to read Mormon views on God,
community, vocation, and eschatology without raising an eyebrow,” she
writes in her book Almost Christian: What the Faith of Our Teenagers Is
Telling the American Church, “but it is just as difficult to read the data on
Mormon teenagers without feeling a hint of awe” (p. 59).
Professor Dean, a collaborator on the well-respected National
Study of Youth and Religion, indicts her own mainstream Christianity:
The religious faith of most American adolescents is inarticulate and
shallow, she declares, and “we’re responsible” (p. 3). She fears that emphasis on “a do-good, feel-good spirituality” (p. 4).at the expense of
real discipleship—she calls it “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism”—may
lead to the loss of the next generation.
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“American young people,” she says, “are, theoretically, fine with
religious faith—but it does not concern them very much, and it is not
durable enough to survive long after they graduate from high school”
(p. 3). She condemns what she terms a “Christian-ish” pseudo-faith, “the
Cult of Nice,” a “diner theology,” “a bargain religion, cheap but satisfying, whose gods require little in the way of fidelity or sacrifice” (p. 10).
“Teenagers tend to view God as either a butler or a therapist,” she
explains, “someone who meets their needs when summoned (‘a cosmic lifeguard,’ as one youth minister put it) or who listens nonjudgmentally and helps youth feel good about themselves (‘kind of like my
guidance counselor,’ a ninth grader told me)” (p. 17).
“The problem,” writes Professor Dean, “does not seem to be that
churches are teaching young people badly, but that we are doing an exceedingly good job of teaching youth what we really believe: namely,
that Christianity is not a big deal, that God requires little. . . . What
if the blasé religiosity of most American teenagers is not the result
of poor communication but the result of excellent communication
of a watered-down gospel so devoid of God’s self-giving love in Jesus
Christ, so immune to the sending love of the Holy Spirit that it might
not be Christianity at all?” (pp. 11–12).
In fact, the passage from early Methodist leader George Whitefield
(d. 1770) that appears on the book’s frontispiece (and supplies its title)
strikingly echoes the language of Joseph Smith’s first vision, defining an “almost Christian” as somebody who “is fond of the form, but
never experiences the power of godliness in his heart” (p. vi).
Nevertheless, according to Dr. Dean, “A minority of American
teenagers—but a significant minority—say religious faith is important, and that it makes a difference in their lives. These teenagers are
doing better in life on a number of scales, compared to their less religious peers” (p. 19). “Decades of research consistently link high levels
of adolescent religiosity with prosocial behavior and success in both
academics and social and familial relationships” (p. 16). Such youth
are more likely to succeed in school, have a positive outlook on life,
and even wear their seatbelts.
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Conservative and black Protestant adolescents do well in the
data, followed (in decreasing order) by mainline Protestant, Roman
Catholic, Jewish, and nonreligious youth. But one group really shines:
“Mormon teenagers attach the most importance to faith and are most
likely to fall in the category of highly devoted youth. . . . In nearly every area, using a variety of measures, Mormon teenagers showed the
highest levels of religious understanding, vitality, and congruence between religious belief and practiced faith; they were the least likely to
engage in high-risk behavior and consistently were the most positive,
healthy, hopeful, and self-aware teenagers in the interviews” (p. 20). In
fact, chapter 3 of Almost Christian is entitled “Mormon Envy.”
But there’s plenty of room for improvement—I’ve been a bishop
of a young single adult ward—and none for smug complacency. Nor
can we forget how fragile things are. “This Church,” Elder Jeffrey R.
Holland told a BYU Education Week audience nearly thirty years ago,
“is always only one generation away from extinction. . . . All we would
have to do, I assume, to destroy this work is stop teaching our children for one generation. Just everybody stop, close the books, seal up
your heart, keep your mouth shut, and don’t bear a testimony. In one
generation it would be 1820 all over again” (“That Our Children May
Know,” 25 August 1981).
Daniel C. Peterson
N. T. Wright. Following Jesus: Biblical Reflections on Discipleship.
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009. xxiii + 114 pp., no index.
$14.00.
Following Jesus is an anthology of twelve of N. T. (Tom) Wright’s
sermons delivered before 1994. In a clear, readily accessible form, his
Biblical Reflections on Discipleship, first published by SPCK, are now
available in an American edition. Wright is a fine writer. His style is
bright and clear; he wears his learning modestly. In this collection of
speeches, he explores the meaning of the “death of death” and the
resurrection of Jesus. He seeks to understand more deeply what following Jesus means for us here and now. His sermons also provide
a fine introduction to his more complex, dense scholarly works.
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Originally delivered from the pulpit, the twelve speeches have been
arranged in two parts. The first part, entitled “Looking to Jesus,” consists of sermons that unpack the basic meaning of six books in the
New Testament (Hebrews, Colossians, Matthew, John, Mark, and
Revelation) (pp. 3–62). The second part, entitled “A Living Sacrifice,”
consists of thematic sermons—for example, “Temptation” (pp. 83–89),
“Hell” (pp. 91–98), and so forth. I suggest that the reader begin with
the second part of this book.
In the sermon entitled “Heaven and Power” (pp. 99–105), Wright
argues that it was “Jesus himself, no abstract principle but a human
person,” who was “exalted as the still loving, still giving, still generous
Lord, to whom one day every knee shall bow, and whom we are today
summoned to follow.” He insists that we who are the children of God
“should take our own part in implementing his victory, the victory
of the power of love over the love of power, throughout his creation.
Those who commit themselves to following the ascended Lord Jesus
are thereby signing on for this task (pp. 104–5). Unfortunately, our
age, much like the past, “is dying for power, and that is in fact dying of
power” (p. 102). Wright sees the death and eventual ascension of Jesus
as a sign that the power of love is stronger than the lust for power. He
insists that the death and resurrection of Jesus was not a defeat but a
victory over the “powers that be.” Hence “the generous self-giving love
of Jesus, giving himself for the sins of the world, has been vindicated
and exalted as the supreme principle of the universe” (p. 104).
Even though there are areas where we might ultimately part company with Tom Wright, there are good reasons that Latter-day Saints
should enjoy his works and also learn from him. The most obvious
reason is that this respected English evangelical New Testament scholar, and also sometime Anglican churchman, has many of the same
rhetorical and literary gifts that made C. S. Lewis a favorite among
the Saints, including especially Elder Neal A. Maxwell. In addition,
Wright eschews what can be called preacher prattle—that is, among
other things, the notorious alones (faith alone, Bible alone, Jesus alone,
and so forth) that lard contemporary American Fundamentalist/
evangelical rhetoric.
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Wright has also challenged the idea that one is justified (saved)
by confessing Christ. This idea is considered the very heart of the
Protestant Reformation and hence is the core of much American
Fundamentalist/evangelical religiosity. He rejects the notion that God
justifies the sinner by imputing righteousness to the still totally depraved one; no one is “saved” in sin. Instead, much like the teachings set forth in the Book of Mormon, Wright contends that through
the work of the Holy Spirit, with the full attention and effort of the
new disciple, a cleansing, purging sanctification must necessarily take
place before the final judgment, at which time those who are sanctified from sin, and hence are genuine Saints, will be justified. We all
must seek to follow Jesus in deed and not merely in word as we undergo the long, difficult, often painful process of rebirth. Much like
Elder Maxwell, Wright is eager to comprehend what it means to be a
genuine disciple of the Lord.
I highly recommend Following Jesus. It is a solid introduction to
Wright’s scholarship on the New Testament and related matters.
Louis Midgley
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